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ABSTRACT
This study explored the experiences of ten students with mild to moderate intellectual
disabilities as they transitioned from primary to secondary school. The aim of the research
was to investigate and share the experiences of students, using a multiple case study approach
involving observations, interviews and formal and informal interactions. Parents, teachers
and school principals from both the primary and secondary schools involved were also
interviewed as part of this study.

The research was based on an understanding of child development as a joint function of
environmental influences, including parents, teachers and neighbours, and the characteristics
of the child. Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecology Model was chosen, as it focuses on the child
in his or her various environments and, as such, uniquely supports and provides justification
for this approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986; Sontag, 1996).

Educational transitions, by their nature, are complex and multifaceted processes (Akos &
Galassi, 2004). When they involve adolescents with intellectual disabilities and the added
issues of the physical and psychological changes that occur during this time, they can become
even more complex (Vinson, 2006). This study attempted to provide insights into how
students with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities transitioning from mainstream primary
schools experienced this transition.

There is a great deal of research about the inclusion and transition of students with
intellectual disabilities from the perspective of parents, teachers and school principals,
however, little work has been undertaken to gain insights into how students experience or
understand these transitions. This research focused on the importance of listening to students
IV

and the value of student voice as a means of students sharing responsibility for, and
meaningfully participating in, educational decisions that concern them (Demetriou & Wilson,
2010; Mitra, 2009; Taylor & Robinson, 2009). The rich and multilayered data that emerged
from the study helped in understanding the complexity of transitions, the successes and
challenges faced by students, the commitment of parents and staff and the changes in
relationships that occurred as transitions progressed.

The findings revealed that transition was a positive experience for students as they made a
successful start to secondary school. The transition programs developed were helpful in
assisting students to adjust to much larger school campuses and more-complex structures.
The study particularly highlighted the success of the work of primary schools in this process,
while identifying a number of concerns in transition and inclusion in secondary schools. The
literature indicates that the key to successful transition is to build primary and secondary
school communities that have at their foundation the development of collaborative structures
and inclusive educational practices (Hunt et al., 2000). The results of would indicate that
secondary schools require further work in this area.

This research has significance for researchers and educators, as it provides reflections from
the students themselves about their experiences, which will hopefully assist educators in
providing for their academic, social and physical needs during transition. The study also
describes the types of support systems that can be developed to assist students with
intellectual disabilities and their families at a time of great stress and anxiety.
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DEFINITIONS
General Terms
Autism spectrum
disorder (ASD)

Refers to a neurobiological syndrome characterised by
behaviour that may include failure to develop social
relationships, language delay and deviance, tactile
defensiveness, insistence on the preservation of
sameness and, in approximately 85% of cases,
intellectual delay.

Autistic tendencies

Behaviours frequently seen in children with autism,
which can include language delay, non-communicative
language, reference to self in the third person, echolalia
(repetition of what is heard), poor eye contact, few peer
interactions, rocking, twirling, spinning, unusual
attachment to objects, preservation of sameness. Any or
all of the above can be classified as exhibiting autistic
tendencies.

DiGeorge syndrome

DiGeorge syndrome is a genetic disorder with varying
conditions present in each individual with the
syndrome. Conditions that are common to the syndrome
include heart defects, effects on facial appearance and
lack of, or underdeveloped, thymus and parathyroid
glands.

Inclusion

Inclusion is based on the philosophy that schools
should, without question, provide for the needs of all
children in their communities, whatever the level of
their ability or disability.

Inclusive education

Education that is offered to all students whether they
have a disability or not. Inclusive education uses similar
educational facilities, offers similar education
opportunities and provides full participation in all
aspects of education for all students.

Integration

Is a broad term used to refer to a child’s attendance, or
participation in activities, at a regular school. The term
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also refers to the process of transferring a student to a
less-segregated setting.

Intellectual disability

Refers to significant problems in reasoning and
thinking. Identification of intellectual disability is
usually based on scores on an individual intelligence
test. The average intelligence quotient or IQ score is
100, with a score below 70 indicating a degree of
intellectual disability.

Mild intellectual
disability

An IQ score of 55–70

Moderate intellectual
disability

An IQ score of 30–54

Terms Used in the Research
Catholic congregational
schools

Catholic schools that are founded and maintained by
religious orders to teach in ways that are informed by
the charism and traditions of the orders. Congregational
schools are often viewed as being independent Catholic
schools.

CEO

Catholic Education Office – the body that operates
Catholic systemic schools in each diocese on behalf of
the local bishop.

In-class support

Support provided to students with disabilities in the
regular classroom. This can range from adjustments to
regular class work through to individualised instruction.
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Key Learning Areas

A set of accepted areas of focus in an educational
curriculum. In NSW the Key Learning Areas are
mandated by the NSW Board of Studies.

Learning centre

Learning centres are designated classes within a regular
school that support students with disabilities with their
educational and/or social needs for part or all of a
school day.

Mainstreaming

Students are mainstreamed when they are enrolled or
participating in a regular class. In Australia,
mainstreaming is generally regarded as the most
culturally normative placement.

Open-plan classes

Are classes in which students spend their school day in
large learning spaces under the supervision of a number
of teachers, depending on the number of students in the
space.

Pull-out support

Taking students from their regular classes to provide
extra support in a special class or a segregated area.

Regular classes

Traditional classes with a traditional class structure,
providing a ratio of 25–30 students per teacher.

Special education
coordinator

Coordinator responsible for supporting all students with
special needs in a school. This is generally a secondary
school position and comes with managerial
responsibilities.

Special education

Education designed to meet the needs of students with
disabilities.
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Special schools

Schools that specifically cater for students with
disabilities, health-related conditions and/or learning or
behavioural difficulties. These schools must be
recognised as a school by the Australian Government or
state/territory education authorities.

Systemic schools

Catholic primary and secondary schools that are part of
a diocesan system and are managed by a diocesan
director on behalf of the local bishop.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

1.1

Background to the Study

In recent years there has been a growing focus on the importance of effective transition
programs for students moving between primary and secondary school (Jindal-Snape &
Miller, 2008; Maras & Aveling, 2006; NSW DET, 2006; Vinson, 2006). An issue that has
emerged as being particularly difficult is the transition of students with intellectual
disabilities. This has been an area that educators and education authorities have struggled
with, as inclusive approaches have demanded appropriate programs and support structures to
facilitate the transition of these students into secondary schools (Thomas & Graham, 2002).
While acknowledging that the transition from primary to secondary schools is stressful for all
students (De Wit, Karioja & Rye, 2010; Langenkamp, 2009; Smith, Akos, Lim & Wiley,
2008; Tilleczek, 2007), students with intellectual disabilities, who already experience
difficulties with socialisation and education, can meet difficulties and barriers that can seem
insurmountable (Ankeny, Wilkins & Spain, 2009; Jindal-Snape et al., 2006; Maras &
Aveling, 2006; Thomas & Graham, 2002).

This thesis investigates the transition experiences of students with intellectual disabilities and
the programs that are implemented to support their transition from primary to secondary
school. The study examines transition from the perspective of the student, parents, teachers
and school principals. The significance of the current study is that it follows the journey of
1

ten students and their families as they transfer from primary school to secondary school and it
examines the ways they cope with the many stresses and changes inherent in transition.
Previous studies of this phenomenon have involved smaller cohorts of students over shorter
time periods or they have limited investigations to the observations and experiences of
parents or teachers. The current study seeks to investigate the experiences of students, while
studying the interactions and experiences of the other stakeholders as they play their
particular roles in the transition process.

In this thesis, transition refers to the movement of students from primary school (years K–6)
to secondary school (years 7–12). In NSW there is a requirement for schools to develop
appropriate transition programs for students moving from primary to secondary school (NSW
DET, 2006). When considering the transition of students with disabilities, the importance of
supportive and inclusive teachers and support staff during and after transition is strongly
recommended (Knesting, et al., 2008; Letrello & Miles, 2003; Zeedyk et al., 2003).

The transition of students with intellectual disabilities requires schools to have an openness
and commitment to inclusion and to the provision of inclusive programs. For the purpose of
this study, inclusive schools are identified as those that celebrate difference in educational
ability as well as acknowledging and celebrating social, racial and cultural diversity
(Armstrong, Armstrong & Spandagou, 2010; Peters, 2007; van Kraayenoord, 2007; Deppler
& Loreman, 2005; Foreman, 2005).

The importance of providing an inclusive environment is both a legal and moral imperative as
this is the preferred enrolment option for students with intellectual disabilities in Australian
schools (Foreman, 2005; Laluvein, 2010; Pearce, et al., 2010; Westwood & Graham, 2003).
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Australia’s position is consistent with international trends toward inclusive education
(Bourke, 2010; Fields, 2006; Florian, 2008; Kelly & Norwich, 2004), and the language of
social justice and democracy has become part of the discourse of inclusive education (Slee,
2011; Dixon & Verenikina, 2007; Todd, 2007; Forlin, 2006). The right of all students to be
educated in mainstream schools has been strengthened internationally by declarations,
policies (UNESCO, 1990; UNESCO, 1994; UNESCO, 2000; UNESCO, 2005) and
legislation (U.K. Government, 1981, 1988; US Congress, 1975,). In Australia, the Disability
Discrimination Act 1992 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003) gave specific attention to
discrimination in education, which led to the development of the accompanying Disability
Standards for Education 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006).

This thesis had its genesis in a phenomenon observed by the researcher during his time as the
principal of a K–12 special school. The researcher noted that there was an influx of Year 7
students moving from mainstream secondary schools and applying for enrolment in the
special school in the middle of the school year. The students and parents expressed
dissatisfaction with various aspects of their mainstream placements. This group significantly
increased the Year 7 special school cohort each year and led the researcher to investigate the
reasons for this annual movement. The concerns raised by parents were consistent with
problems identified in the literature; including issues with teacher attitude (Bourke, 2010;
Fields, 2006; Hsien, 2007), a lack of communication between primary and secondary schools
(Marston, 2008; Vinson, 2006), and a significant shift in school culture in secondary school
(Howard & Johnson, 2004; West, Sweeting & Young, 2010; Yadav, O’Reilly & Karim,
2010). Each of the factors contributed to unhappy school experiences for students and a loss
of confidence in placements by parents.

3

This led the researcher to consider the importance and value of listening to the opinions of
students and parents regarding educational placement and the environments that they found
most conducive for learning. The literature is quite clear in identifying the importance of
listening and consulting with parents on matters of inclusion, school placement and transition
(Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Loreman, 2007; Petriwskyj, Thorpe & Taylor, 2005; Topping,
2011). There is also a growing body of research identifying the value and importance of
listening to students, including the voices of students with intellectual disabilities. Student
voice has emerged as a valuable means of students sharing responsibility for, and
meaningfully participating in, educational decisions that concern them. (Demetriou &
Wilson, 2010; Mitra, 2009; Taylor & Robinson, 2009).

The current study provides insights into transition programs and is a means of gauging how
students with disabilities perceive their educational placements (Kelly & Norwich, 2004;
Norwich & Kelly, 2006). The study has been designed to provide a forum for students to be
heard and to gain insights into their opinions. Students will be provided with opportunities to
express their views on a range of issues relevant to transition, with a strong focus on how
they experienced the process. This research differs from other studies undertaken in this area
as previous research has focused on the observations and opinions of parents and teachers
(Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Kemp, 2003; Mitra, 2008); the current study seeks to listen to
the voices of students.

There is mounting evidence to show that there is a need to determine how best to provide
transition programs for students with disabilities that support their educational, social and
emotional development. This is particularly evident in secondary schools, where teachers
struggle to meet the needs of students with intellectual disabilities (Fields, 2006; Hsien, 2007;
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Pearce, 2009; Pearce, et al., 2010) and students experience significant difficulties during
transition (Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Marston, 2008). The literature
provides a variety of views on how these programs should be developed and implemented
(Armstrong, 2005; Bourke, 2010; Kavale, 2002; Wills & Jackson, 2001).

The current study begins with the premise that transition programs for students with
intellectual disabilities should consider the needs and the views of students, their parents and
teachers. The study also investigates the capacity of schools to support transitions and the
ability of secondary teachers to meaningfully include students throughout and beyond
transition programs. There is evidence in the literature to indicate that the attitude of
secondary teachers to the inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities tends to be
negative (Bourke, 2010; Kilanowski-Press, Foote & Rinaldo, 2010; Pearce, et al., 2010). This
is somewhat at odds with the policy directions of education authorities and school systems
and the legislation that has been enacted in this area (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003,
2006; NSW DET, 2004).

This study explores the role that teachers play in transition and the significance of
collaborative relationships between home and school. There is evidence to indicate that
successful transition programs for students with intellectual disabilities is dependent on
openness on the part of both primary and secondary teachers (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006;
Forgan & Vaughn, 2000; Lawson et al. 2008; Pearce, 2009; O’Rourke & Houghton, 2009;
Vinson, 2006; Wills & Cain, 2003). Teachers and their school communities need to provide
educational opportunities that are targeted to meet the needs of students, and provide them
with access to inclusive academic and social opportunities.

5

It is difficult to discuss transition programs for students with disabilities without looking
closely at the inclusion opportunities that are offered in their school communities. The
inclusion debate is moving from matters of social justice, to difficulties with practical
application, and this is becoming an increasingly difficult issue for education authorities to
address. A fuller debate on the impact of inclusion policies that engage and involve students,
families, teachers, administrators and school communities would provide a clearer
understanding of inclusion and how we can meet the needs of school communities. The
central aim of this study is to investigate how students with intellectual disabilities experience
transition from primary to secondary school and the degree to which they feel included in this
process.

This is a qualitative study that attempts to engage participants using semi structured
interviews to elicit their thoughts and feelings on school transition from their various
perspectives. In this way participants are able to more clearly explain their points of view and
move beyond the parameters of the researcher questions. This approach provides the
researcher with opportunities to understand the phenomenon as it develops, to investigate the
contexts and the various situations that arise and explore methods that might lead to
improvement (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). A qualitative approach also provides opportunities
to gain insights into the experiences of participants as they occur, allowing a more holistic
analysis of their various situations.

The conceptual framework for the research is based on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems
Theory and his later work on the ecological paradigm (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986).
Bronfenbrenner’s work identifies the importance of ecological transitions and the effect they
have on individuals as they move between and across settings and the various roles they
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assume as transitions occur. This model was selected as it offers a framework that explores
the experiences of students at a time of significant change and considers the developing
person, their various environments and the interactions that occur.

1.2

Statement of the Problem

A search of the literature on the transition of students with intellectual disabilities from
primary to secondary schools identified a significant gap in knowledge in this area. There is a
dearth of research that focuses on the lived experience of students as they undergo school
transition at an important stage of their development. There has also been little study
undertaken on the strategies and approaches that contribute to successful transition for
students with intellectual disabilities.

This study will monitor the experiences of students at each stage of their transition from
primary to secondary school and identify strategies that contribute to their success. The views
of parents and educators will also be studied in order to gain an understanding of what they
observe to be the factors that contribute to successful transitions.

As a result of this study, there will be increased awareness of how students with intellectual
disabilities experience transition and the strategies that are beneficial in supporting this
process. There will also be information for schools to assist in the development of effective
transition programs and the identification of strategies to support students and staff
throughout this process. By ‘giving voice’ to students as they commence transition it is
anticipated that the researcher will gain greater understanding of student experiences and of
the factors that contribute to the success of transition programs.
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1.3

Aim of the Study and Research Questions

The aim of this study is to investigate the transition experiences of students with intellectual
disabilities as they move from primary to secondary school. In doing so the study will attempt
to explore the physical, social and academic transitions that students undertake and ascertain
how these transitions are supported by parents, teachers and school principals. The study also
aims to explore the opportunities provided for students, as teachers and principals work to
meet their educational, social and emotional needs.

The three major research questions for this study are:

1. How

do

students

with

intellectual

disabilities

transferring from

primary

school experience the transition to secondary school?

2. What are the major issues that students with intellectual disabilities face during the
transition process and how do students, families and schools address these issues?

3. What are the factors that contribute to the successful transition of students with
intellectual disabilities moving from primary to secondary school?

1.4

Significance of the Study

This research is significant as it studies the experiences of students with intellectual
disabilities as they move from primary to secondary school. The study seeks to understand
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this experience by listening to the students (Fielding, 2004; Jenkins, 2006; Mitra, 2003, 2004)
as a means of discerning their thoughts and feelings at this time. There has been little
research undertaken in gaining the views of students in this area, as they have rarely been
consulted on educational placements or transitions. This study will add significantly to the
literature and will provide a springboard for further study on the many aspects of transition
for students with disabilities and for those students who may struggle with this time of
change in their lives.

1.5

Position of the Researcher

The researcher commenced this investigation while principal of the special school involved in
the study and had previously held leadership positions in primary schools in the Catholic
sector. As such, he is aware of the policies and practices that are in place and are followed
when working with students with intellectual disabilities. The researcher is also a colleague
of many of the teachers and principals participating in the study.

The position of the researcher has both positive and negative implications and, as such, the
researcher has had to take care to balance his professional responsibilities and his personal
relationships. The researcher was also working with students and parents who had applied for
enrolment at the school at which he was principal. As such, there was a need to assure
parents that any views expressed would not influence their enrolment applications.
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1.6

An Outline of the Thesis

This chapter has identified the area of study and the research problem to be addressed. The
second chapter reviews the literature and the particular challenges that students, families and
schools face in this area. The chapter focuses on the transition of students with intellectual
disabilities and, in doing so, recounts the history of the inclusion movement and the
difficulties faced by educators in implementing inclusive schooling policies and approaches
(Bartak & Fry, 2004; Bourke, 2010; Pearce, et al., 2010). An examination of the literature
relating to transition from primary to secondary school follows (Marston, 2008; NSW DET,
2008; Thomas & Graham, 2002; Vinson, 2006), with particular emphasis on the experiences
of students with intellectual disabilities.

The chapter concludes with a discussion of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986, 2005) Ecological
Development Model and its relevance in studying the experiences of students in their various
settings. Particular attention is paid to the value of Bronfenbrenner’s model in investigating
the transition process and its impact on a child’s development in relation to his or her
environment (Diamond, Spiegel-McGill & Hanrahan, 1988).

Chapter Three outlines the multiple case study design used in the research. It identifies the
rationale for selecting this approach and the theories and conceptual frameworks
underpinning the study. This chapter also describes the methods used to select participants for
both the pilot study and the main study and it provides insights into the challenges faced in
working with students with intellectual disabilities. The research approach, the data collection
methods, the techniques used to analyse data and details of the qualitative approach are
explored in this chapter.
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Chapter Four provides a description of Phase One of the study, which monitors the beginning
of transition from primary school, outlining the data collection methods employed, the
development of instruments and the procedures used to analyse the data. The chapter also
provides insights into the positions of the educators, exploring their philosophies and their
rationale for structuring their particular learning environments in the ways that they have. The
findings of the study and the tools used to validate, analyse and establish reliability measures
are also detailed.

Chapter Five outlines the methodology and the findings of Phase Two of the study as
students enter secondary school. This chapter largely mirrors the work undertaken in Chapter
Four, reporting on the insights gained from semi-structured interviews and observations,
while analysing and establishing the reliability of the data.

Chapter Six brings together the findings of the study and examines implications for future
practice. This chapter identifies the key findings that emerge and compares these with
previous research and the underlying assumptions on which this study was undertaken. A
summary of the research findings, their implications for future practice and recommendations
for further investigation are also discussed in this chapter.
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review

2.1

Introduction

The transition of students from primary to secondary school has been identified as a time of
stress and anxiety for most students, as they face physical and social dislocation. This
transition typically occurs during early adolescence, a time when young people experience
rapid social, emotional, cognitive and physical growth and the fluctuating emotions that this
time can bring (Carter, et al., 2005; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Topping, 2011; Vinson,
2006; Williams & Boman, 2002). For typically developing students this is a difficult time,
however, for students with intellectual disabilities this can be a time of confusion and
uncertainty, as they attempt to deal with adolescence and the resulting difficulties (Ankeny, et
al., 2009; Carter et al., 2005; Dockett et al., 2006; Vikram, et al., 2010). An important factor
in transition is the way in which schools prepare students for the move from primary to
secondary school and the programs and strategies that are put in place to make this process as
seamless as possible.

In Australia, there is a legal responsibility to give students with disabilities the same rights as
other students (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003, 2006). This includes the right to education
in a supportive environment that values and encourages participation by all students. The
Disability Standards for Education 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006) make it clear
that schools have an obligation to make all changes necessary to reasonably accommodate the
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needs of students with disabilities. These changes extend to providing access to appropriate
programs and facilities to allow students with disabilities to participate in education on the
same basis as other students. This provision ensures that all students are afforded the supports
and adjustments to successfully move from primary to secondary school. Implicit in both the
spirit and the substance of this legislation is the right to an inclusive educational and social
environment.

While inclusion is a well-accepted philosophy in education and has been since the mid-1970s
(Ainscow, 1999; Carrington & Macarthur, 2012; Deppler, 2006; Edmunds et al., 2009;
Forbes, 2007; Morton et al., 2012; Stainback & Stainback, 1996), there are significant
differences between theory and practice in the delivery of education. Legislators in most
Western nations have enacted legislation to enshrine the rights and opportunities to
appropriate education and care for all people with disabilities. However, as a philosophy and
a practice, inclusion is a difficult concept to define (Ainscow & Sandhill, 2010; Bailey & Du
Plessis, 1997; Deppler, 2006; Deppler & Loreman, 2005) and this has resulted in a variety of
interpretations. A consequence has been that students may be working in classrooms that
promote full inclusion for all students while other schools offer minimal opportunities for
inclusion.

At the philosophical level, inclusion speaks of equal opportunity and full participation by all.
The elimination of socially constructed categories and labels and the removal of disabling
cultural norms are an implicit part of an inclusive philosophy. At a practical level, inclusion
has implications for the ways schools operate. An inclusive school provides support for all
students, with an inclusive curriculum in the regular classroom, and an absence of practices
or labels that identify or impede the provision of an inclusive education (Bailey & Du Plessis,
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1997; Burstein et al., 2004; Florian, 2008; Loreman, et al. 2011; Paterson, 2007; Sharma, et
al., 2012). The literature on transition indicates that, as students enter secondary school, they
feel both excited and anxious about the challenges they might face, while feeling nervous that
they may not be able to meet these challenges (Dockett et al., 2006; Howard & Johnson,
2004; Rice et al., 2010; Tilleczek, 2007; Vinson, 2006; Zeedyk et al., 2011). Given the many
challenges facing students with disabilities, appropriate transition opportunities are very
important if schools are to provide an environment that allows students to feel safe, achieve
academically and develop and maintain friendships (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; JindalSnape & Miller, 2008; Thomas & Graham, 2002).

The transition experience of students with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities is an area
that has had little attention in the literature. There have been few studies undertaken to
investigate this phenomenon and those that have tended to focus on smaller groups of
students (Dixon & Tanner, 2011; Maras & Aveling, 2006), have failed to involve students in
the consultation process (Ankeny, et al., 2009; Carter et al., 2005; Thomas & Graham, 2000)
or have focused on a particular aspect of transition (Yadav, et al., 2010). This research takes
a broader view by attempting to gain an insight into the many experiences students encounter
as they deal with the opportunities and challenges that are part of the move to secondary
school. The study will also seek the views of parents, teachers and school principals in an
attempt to provide context and meaning to the new environments students will encounter.

This chapter begins with a review of literature related to inclusion and its application in
mainstream schools. This is followed by an investigation of research findings on transition to
secondary school for both typically developing students and students with intellectual
disabilities. The barriers to effective transition are identified and are used to explore the
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challenges and the possibilities that an inclusive approach offers. This will be followed by a
review of the research that has informed the current study. Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecology
Model (1979, 1986, 2005) is described, as is the research that has been undertaken on the use
of ‘student voice’ as a medium for school improvement and reform.

2.2

The Inclusion Agenda

Inclusion has been described as a frame of mind for a learning community rather than simply
an education delivery model that ensures placement in a mainstream school (KilanowskiPress, et al., 2010). This concept has been part of the language of education in western
countries for many years and has been the subject of national and international legislation,
policies and declarations (Armstrong, et al., 2010; Sharma, et al., 2012). Yet, arriving at a
definition of inclusion has proven to be elusive (Booth & Ainscow, 2002: Florian, 2008;
Forbes, 2007; Loreman, et al., 2011). In the context of education, the principle of inclusion is
based on the understanding that schools will provide for the needs of all children in their
communities, regardless of their level of ability or disability. Unlike integration or
mainstreaming that asks, “Can we provide for the needs of the student?” the inclusive school
asks, “How will we provide for the needs of this student?” (Foreman, 2005, p.12).

There has been much debate surrounding the inclusion of students with intellectual
disabilities in mainstream schools. It has been argued that inclusion of students with high
support needs has been problematic in Australia (Stephenson, 2003). It has been further
argued that this is partly due to a lack of support in schools and the inappropriate instructional
styles of some mainstream teachers, who find it difficult to meet the needs of students with
intellectual disabilities (Bartak & Fry, 2004; Beacham & Rouse, 2012; Florian, 2008; Forlin,
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2010; Forlin 2006; Paterson, 2007; Westwood & Graham, 2003). The term ‘irresponsible
inclusion’ has been used by Vaughn and Schumm (1995) when describing problems with the
inclusion of students with high support needs, contending that many students with intellectual
disabilities are a passive presence in the mainstream class. Hegarty (2001) argues that, when
seeking appropriate educational provision for students with intellectual disabilities, the
primary focus must be the learning and development of all students. He states that:

Children have an inalienable right to high quality, appropriate education. This
should be provided in as inclusive a manner as possible, but there are times
when inclusion is difficult or even impossible and must be set aside. The right
to high quality appropriate education can never be set aside. (Hegarty, 2001,
p.248)

How do the views of those that argue for exclusion of a section of the community, sit with a
global human rights agenda that demands equity in education? Perhaps the answers lie in
individual interpretation about what constitutes educational rights and how such rights should
be viewed. Consideration must be given to the right to an education that provides ‘access’
and ‘equity’ (Florian, 2008). The guarantee of a mainstream school placement does not
necessarily mean that the right to education has been achieved for a child with a disability.

There has been vigorous debate about the re-emergence of a culture of exclusion, with
researchers indicating that unless there is a reconceptualisation of schooling involving change
to school structure, culture and practice (Graham & Sweller, 2011) that will actively
encourage exclusion. Slee (2011) also focusses on a growing culture of exclusion, suggesting
that exclusion is being rationalized by education administrators who give permission to “look
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away” in the face of exclusionary practices (Slee, 2011: p.75). The challenge that Slee
(2006) continues to offer is that of building a democratic system of schooling, with diversity
seen as a resource rather than an impediment.

Ainscow & Sandhill (2010) argue that inclusive approaches do not result from organisational
restructures or the introduction of new programs, rather, they put forward the view that
inclusive practices require a mind shift that is embodied in a process of social learning.
Ainscow (2005) has previously argued that we are in the midst of a paradigm shift that views
moves toward inclusion as being about the development of schools and not simply an attempt
to include vulnerable students in existing structures. This approach involves building capacity
in schools to support the participation and education of an increasingly diverse student
population.

Inclusion and inclusive education requires a dramatic shift in thinking, not just in school
organisation and approaches to teaching and learning (Doyle, 2003), it also needs to be the
focus of our thinking about education and social reform in our communities (Forlin, 2006).
This would suggest that inclusion is not just about schools, it involves the range of ideas
about what the wider context has to do with inclusion (Todd, 2007). Research would indicate
that we are in the midst of an evolving paradigm that continues to grapple with physical,
social and cultural barriers (Morrison & Burgman, 2009).

Against such a background, it must be acknowledged that the complexities of inclusion can’t
be ignored and that including students with significant learning and/or behaviour problems in
regular classrooms is a complex process. Inclusion requires commitment and if we are to
provide an education that is socially just (van Kraayenoord 2007), values rich (Loreman,
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2007) and collaborative in approach, then partnership must be at the centre of any initiatives
(Todd, 2007).

2.2.1

Inclusion and Human Rights

The inclusion of students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream education has reflected
movements in human rights legislation over the past 25 years (Bartak & Fry, 2004; Foreman,
2005; Laluvein, 2010; Stainback & Stainback, 1996; Westwood & Graham, 2003). The
inclusion movement has been strongly supported by an array of research identifying the
positive benefits of inclusive education for students, families and communities (Carrington &
Robinson, 2006; Landorf & Nevin, 2007; Meyer, 2001; Stainback & Stainback, 1996; Wills
& Jackson, 2001). Inclusion has increasingly entered the social rights agenda, encompassing
issues such as equity, participation, rights, community, respect for diversity, compassion and
a commitment to sustainability (Laluvein, 2010).

If one were to approach the principle of inclusion in its broadest sense, we would be
describing a philosophy that speaks of acknowledgment, acceptance and respect for all
people, regardless of their ability, gender, language, ethnicity, religion, age, sexuality or
socioeconomic background (Pearce, et al., 2010; UNESCO, 1994). In essence, inclusion is a
human rights or social justice principle that embodies values of equity and fairness for all
(Ainscow, 2005). When applied to children and education, one need look no further than the
United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1959) to see the
validity of this argument. The declaration clearly states that all children have the right to an
education, detailing the provision of the appropriate care, education and treatment required
for their particular condition.
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There have been a number of statements, declarations and agreements signed as part of an
international response under the broad banner of a universal right to education (Peters, 2007).
At the heart of such agreements is a belief that education is a fundamental human right. The
Conference on Education for All (EFA) held in Jomtein in 1990 saw the adoption of a World
Declaration on Education for All that reaffirmed the notion that education was the right of all
people (UNESCO, 1990). Delegates, from 155 countries, representing 160 government and
non-government agencies, approved a Framework for Action aimed at addressing the basic
learning needs of all. This was presented as an investment in the future and provided
strategies and targets for addressing the basic educational needs of all.

The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) was the result of the World Conference on
Special Needs Education: Access and Quality, held in Salamanca, Spain in June, 1994. This
statement marked a significant milestone in the inclusion movement internationally. In
Australia, the Salamanca Statement framed inclusive education as the pathway to an inclusive
society (Deppler & Loreman, 2005; Forlin, 2006; Pearce, et al., 2010). With representatives
of 92 governments and 25 international organisations agreeing to a new statement calling for
the inclusion of students with disabilities in regular schools, the international community
requested that all nations endorse an inclusive approach to education. The central focus of
this statement was access to, and inclusion of, all children in mainstream schools on human
rights grounds (Beacham & Rouse, 2012; Florian, 2008; Wright, 2010).

The Salamanca Statement reinforced the view that education in a regular school should be
available as a first option for all students. Since Salamanca, inclusion has been recognised as
a starting point for the development of policy in both regular and special education
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(Edmunds, et al., 2009; Foreman, 2005; Graham & Sweller, 2011; Sharma, et al., 2012).
Inclusive schools have been promoted as the most effective means of “combating
discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive society, and
achieving education for all” (Wills & Cain, 2003, p.24).

The World Education Forum convened in Dakar, Senegal in April 2000, brought over 1100
delegates from 164 countries together to assess progress on EFA. This forum was responsible
for the establishment of the new millennium development goal of providing all children with
access to a primary school education by 2015 (UNESCO, 2000). The forum also clearly
identified inclusion as a fundamental philosophy and the guiding principle for on-going
progress of EFA (Peters, 2007).

Australia’s commitment to inclusion in education is clear and was further demonstrated by it
becoming a co-signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). This convention makes explicit the requirement for a
commitment at all levels to ensure the rights of people with disabilities to an inclusive
education, free from discrimination and based on the principle of equal opportunity for all
(United Nations, 2006). As a co-signatory to the Salamanca Statement and the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006), Australia’s
commitment to inclusion in education is clear (Carrington & Macarthur, 2012; Deppeler,
2006; Forlin, 2006; Loreman et al, 2011; Pearce, et al., 2010).

With inclusive education regarded as a pathway to an inclusive society (Ainscow & Sandhill,
2010; Forlin, 2006; Pearce, et.al., 2010; Slee, 2006), educators are challenged to develop an
education system in which tolerance, diversity and equity are valued and pursued (Ainscow,
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2007; Benjamin, 2002; Loreman, 2007). When inclusion is expressed in terms of human
rights and social equality, the removal of policies and practices of exclusion and the
recognition of the need for full participation by all members of a community becomes
paramount (Laluvein, 2010; Loreman, et al., 2011; Todd, 2007). To fully understand the
importance of inclusive schooling, one must acknowledge the need for justice and civil
values to be essential elements of education. Inclusion is about participation, status as a
member of a community and shared identity (Kilanowski-Press, et al., 2010; Moss, 2003; van
Kraayenoord, 2007), and it is rights such as these that encourage and allow people to
participate in their local communities.

2.2.2

Inclusion and Legislation

The legal impetus for change in the way that people with disabilities are viewed and treated
was begun in Denmark, as a result of the work of Neils Bank-Mikkelsen, the head of the
Danish Mental Retardation Service. Bank-Mikkelsen was committed to providing an
environment where people with intellectual disabilities could live as normal a life as possible.
As a result of Bank-Mikkelsen’s work, the principle of ‘normalization’ was written into
Danish law governing services to the mentally retarded in 1959 (Wolfensberger, 1972).

Legislation has strongly influenced changes in the care and education of people with
disabilities and it continues to do so. The goal of equal access to education for students with
disabilities has been greatly enhanced by the passage of legislation in the United States,
England and, more recently, Australia (Aniftos & McLuskie, 2003). In the United States, the
introduction of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, 1975,
followed by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990 and modified in
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1997 and 2004 and the No Child Left Behind Act, 2001, ensured that an appropriate education
was provided for all students regardless of the nature of their disability or learning needs.

The No Child Left Behind Act, 2001 (NCLB), supported standards-based education
reform built on the premise that setting high standards and establishing measurable goals
would improve individual outcomes in education. The NCLB, however, assumed that
students labeled as disabled would remain under the rubric of being disadvantaged,
effectively meaning that they would remain largely marginalised and excluded (Bejoian &
Reid, 2005). This legislation had the unintentional consequence of creating barriers in the
pursuit of the principle of ‘least restrictive environment’ that aimed to provide an
environment that allowed students with disabilities to have the same access to education and
services as their typically developing peers, while providing a continuum of service aimed at
meeting the needs of all students (de Lemos, 1994; Hunt et al., 2000; Kavale, 2002;
Kilanowski-Press, et al., 2010).

In the United Kingdom there have been several pieces of legislation that have recognised the
right of all children to be included in the education system. While the legislation has been
less prescriptive than US rulings, it has allowed for a degree of freedom and creativity in its
interpretation. The Education (Handicapped Children) Act, (UK Government, 1970), was
introduced and was followed by the Warnock Report (1978) and the Education Act (UK
Government, 1981). Subsequent legislation and government initiatives have included the
2001 Revised Code of Practice, the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act, 2001 and
the Removing Barriers to Achievement strategy for SEN, 2004, which placed special
education within the broader policy Green Paper released in 2003, Every Child Matters
(Armstrong, et al., 2010). Each of the initiatives has ensured access to mainstream schools

22

for students with disabilities unless parents decide against such a placement or it is deemed
incompatible with the needs of the child (Ainscow, 1999; Armstrong, 2005; de Lemos, 1994;
Slee, 2011; Todd, 2007).

In Australia, the significant legislation in this area has been the Commonwealth Disability
Discrimination Act 1992 (Commonwealth of Australia, 1992). This Act has supported the
inclusion of students with disabilities in mainstream schools in quite a dramatic manner
(Loreman, et al., 2011; Pearce, 2009; Slee, 2011). The legislation empowered parents to
exercise their rights to send their children to regular schools and to expect that they would be
included in all aspects of school life. The introduction of the Disability Standards for
Education 2005 (Commonwealth of Australia, 2006), further supported the rights of students
with disabilities to be included in regular schools by clearly stating that students must not
only have physical access to schools, they must also have access to all aspects of the
curriculum.

2.2.3

Inclusive Schooling

The underlying principle, on which inclusion is built, is that schools should provide for the
needs of all children in their communities, whatever the level of their ability or disability
(Armstrong, et al., 2010; Foreman, 2005; Pearce, et. al., 2010). Inclusive education speaks of
extending the comprehensive ideal of education (Benjamin, 2002; Moss, 2003; Wills & Cain,
2003) and developing an education system in which tolerance, diversity and equity are valued
and pursued. It is about the removal of injustice and this is facilitated by the removal of
policies and practices of exclusion and the recognition of the need for full participation by all
members of a community (Edmunds et al., 2009; Laluvein, 2010; van Kraayenoord, 2007).
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There are characteristics that are noted as common to schools where inclusive education has
been reported to be successful. Indicators of success include schools in which collaborative
teamwork is evident, families are actively involved in their child’s education, teachers take
ownership of and share responsibility for all students, support staff are available and are used
effectively, meaningful education plans are in place, and there are procedures to measure
effectiveness (Deppeler, et al., 2005; Hegarty, 2001; Loreman, 2007; van Kraayenoord,
2007). It must be noted, however, that despite many years of grappling with the principle of
inclusion and inclusive education, there is still much work to be done (Forbes, 2007; Graham
& Sweller, 2013; Pearce, et al., 2010; Slee, 2006; Westwood & Graham, 2003).

The literature indicates that inclusive schools provide a unified education in which general
and special educators work collaboratively to provide comprehensive and integrated services
for all students (Ainscow, 2005; Fields, 2006; Foreman, 2005; Hsien, 2007). In these schools,
inclusive practices have been carefully developed and implemented and resources have been
provided to support and maintain initiatives (Burnstein et al., 2004; Foreman, 2005; Sautner,
2008).

Education departments throughout Australia have adopted inclusion and inclusive education
as a means of catering for the needs of students with disabilities in mainstream schools. This
approach has provided students with the right to attend their neighbourhood school where
possible, practicable and in their best interests. The Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and
the Disability Standards for Education (2005) have provided the impetus for change in the
provision of educational opportunities for children with disabilities (Brook & Hesketh, 2007;
Slee, et al. 2006).
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While Australian schools are following the requirements of legislation and the various
policies that mandate the provision of inclusive education, the implementation of policies and
practices is complex (Bourke, 2010; Pearce & Forlin, 2005; Graham & Sweller, 2011). Slee
(2010) maintains that legislation has assisted education authorities to maintain various forms
of segregation. He further contends that legislation such as the DDA (1992) has become the
mechanism by which ‘experts’ have come to manage the lives of people with disabilities.
The point remains that while there is the will to sustain an inclusive approach; difficulties
remain in practice (Bourke, 2010; Fields, 2006; Laluvein, 2010; Williams & Cain, 2003).

Teachers are at the forefront of providing inclusive education and, as such, much of the
responsibility for inclusive education rests with them. Inclusion programs that rely solely on
the classroom teacher are problematic, as teachers on their own, are not in a position to bring
about any significant change in the ways schools operate (Deppeler & Loreman, 2005;
Paterson, 2007). Teachers with an inclusive orientation and high teacher efficacy can make
positive changes in their own classrooms despite the many constraints that they may need to
work within (Ainscow, 1999; Florian 2008; Sharma, et al. 2012).

There is evidence to indicate that while teachers support the right of students with disabilities
to be educated in regular classrooms, they can lack confidence in their own abilities to meet
the needs of these students in their classes (Beacham & Rouse, 2012; Bourke, 2010; Forlin,
2006; Paterson, 2007). In a study involving primary school teachers from South Australia
and New South Wales (Westwood & Graham 2003), reduced class sizes, the provision of
planning time, in-class support and professional development were all identified by teachers
as being positive steps in supporting them create more inclusive environments.
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A similar study was conducted by Bartak and Fry (2004) in Victoria with similar findings.
Teachers in the Victorian study highlighted the need for improvement in the quality of
instruction in teacher preparation programs. This issue has been raised in various studies
(Acedo, 2011, Forbes, 2007; Forlin, 2010; Sharma, et.al 2012; Subhan & Sharma, 2006;
Wills & Cain, 2003) with researchers agreeing on the need for a much stronger focus on
inclusion and inclusive education across all areas of teacher education. As Ainscow &
Sandhill (2010) argue, inclusive education is not the result of mechanical processes or
organisational restructures, it requires social learning, collaboration and shared values.

2.2.4

The Student Experience

While inclusive education is widely accepted as the preferred model for children with
disabilities (Ainscow, 2005; Armstrong, et al. 2010; Carrington & Robinson, 2006; Lloyd,
2007; Peters, 2007; Loreman, et al. 2011; van Kraayenoord, 2007), little research has been
undertaken to determine whether it is the preferred option of students, the key stakeholders in
this debate. There is a dearth of literature on the experiences of students with mild to
moderate intellectual disabilities and their thoughts and feelings about school placement
options. The research that has been undertaken has included work by Kelly & Norwich
(2004) studying students with disabilities and their perceptions of themselves in mainstream
and special schools, a study undertaken by Norwich & Kelly (2006) on the participation of
children with special educational needs (SEN) in decision making about educational
placements, and a review of eight studies by Vaughn & Klinger (1998) investigating the
perceptions of students with learning disabilities in their educational settings.
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There were common themes that did emerge from these studies, with the complex, multidimensional nature of self-perception and the influence of the perceptions of others
recognised as important considerations when studying participation and school placements.
Kelly & Norwich (2004) found that students with intellectual disabilities actively interpret
and select from the views of others as a means of forming their perceptions of themselves.
This adds weight to the view that acceptance of students with intellectual disabilities by their
mainstream peers is important for successful inclusion to occur (Burstein et al, 2004; Laws &
Kelly, 2005; Meyer, 2001; Morrison & Burgman, 2009; Nakken & Pijl 2002). This is
particularly the case in the secondary school, where positive peer interactions are considered
to be an important part of transitions. (Carter et al., 2005; Knesting et al., 2008; McDougall et
al., 2004).

Positive attitudes and positive teacher and student relationships have been found to have a
significant impact on school culture and result in higher levels of peer support for students
with disabilities (Fields, 2006; Hsien, 2007; Pearce, 2009; Saggers et al., 2011). While the
findings were helpful in gaining insights into the experiences of students, in each case the
authors emphasised the need for further study in this area. The literature makes clear that for
students with intellectual disabilities to succeed in mainstream schools, they require a
supportive environment that allows them to learn and grow to their full potential (Ainscow &
Sandhill, 2010; Deppeler & Loreman, 2005; Forlin, 2006; Loreman, et al, 2011). Inclusive
schools provide environments that support students to be included in school activities,
experience positive interactions with peers and develop friendships (Ainscow, 1999; Ashman
& Elkins, 2012; Carrington & Macarthur, 2012; Foreman, 2005).
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The environmental factors that have been identified as being necessary for successful
inclusion are those that schools struggle to provide. Factors including a lack of confidence by
teachers, structural barriers in school organisation and curriculum and negative peer attitudes
are all recognised as being barriers to inclusion (Bourke, 2010; McDougall et al., 2004;
Pearce & Forlin, 2005; Slee, 2001).

Students with intellectual disabilities in mainstream high schools identified classrooms in
which teachers make classes interesting and enjoyable, where they work with peers on
meaningful projects and they have teachers who like them, as being positive factors in
inclusion (Pearce, 2009; Tilleczek, 2007). Students want to be liked and accepted and they
want meaningful learning opportunities with their mainstream peers (O’Rourke & Houghton,
2009). When investigating transition from primary to secondary school, consideration must
be given to those students who are most disadvantaged and the avenues and the resources that
will be required to allow them access and opportunities for full participation (Ankeney et al.,
2009; O’Rourke, 2009; Pearce & Forlin, 2005). These students require schools that build
inclusive cultures where a climate of acceptance, sensitivity and flexibility are hallmarks of
their operations. They are also the schools that provide an environment that promotes
successful transition for students with the greatest needs (Ainscow & Sandhill, 2010; Forlin,
2006; Loreman, et al., 2011).

2.3

Transition to Secondary School

Educational transitions, by their nature, are complex and multifaceted processes (Akos &
Galassi, 2004). When they involve adolescents, with the added issues of the physical and
psychological changes that occur during this time, they can become even more complex
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(Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Topping, 2011; Vinson, 2006; Williams & Boman, 2002).
The research conducted on transition from primary to secondary school has largely been
undertaken in the US and the UK. The research from the US focuses on student transitions
from junior or elementary school to middle school, where students are 10–11 years old,
(Carter, et al., 2005; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Smith, et al., 2008), or from junior high to
high school, where students are aged 14–15 years (Dockett et al., 2006; Lampert, 2005;
Langenkamp, 2009).

The UK has a similar education system to Australia where students end their primary school
years at age 11–12 years and commence secondary school, where they remain until they are
17–18 years of age. As a result, UK studies (Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006; Jindal-Snape &
Foggie, 2008; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Rice, et al., 2010) are easier to compare from the
perspective of aligning student age and educational stages. Australian researchers have
conducted studies in this area (Boman & Yates, 2001; Lawson, et al., 2008; Vinson, 2006;
Williams & Boman, 2002) and the results have been similar to findings in the US and UK
studies. Issues such as changes in the structural and organisational dimensions of schooling
(Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Vinson, 2006; West, Sweeting & Young, 2010), significant social
adjustments, and changes in attitudes to learning and behaviour

(Marston, 2008; Zeedyk et

al., 2003) have all featured in the research.

Students with disabilities face the same issues and same concerns during the transition to
secondary school as typically developing students (Carter, et al., 2005; Dockett et al., 2006;
Jindal-Snape et al., 2006; Maras & Aveling, 2006). They are likely to experience increasing
difficulties with academic and social aspects of school, providing further stress and anxiety to
an already difficult experience (Letrello & Miles, 2003; Thomas & Graham, 2002). Careful
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planning and sharing of information between primary and secondary schools, parents and
health professionals can greatly assist students in managing this process (NSW DET, 2008).
The introduction of government policies and guidelines supporting inclusion have assisted
students, parents and schools, yet, educational transitions remain a cause of stress and
concern (Beamish et al., 2010; Carter, et al., 2005; Dixon & Tanner, 2011; Dockett et al.,
2006).

While the literature reports that transition from primary to secondary school can be difficult,
the literature also indicates that, for most students, this transition is an exciting time. During
transition, students are reported to enjoy the new experiences and challenges of having a
variety of teachers, a larger selection of subjects to study, greater freedom and the
opportunity to make new friends (Dockett et al., 2006; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Marston,
2008; Zeedyk et al., 2003).

For students who do experience difficulty, transition to secondary school can be
overwhelming and can have lasting negative effects (Marston, 2008; Tilleczek, 2007; Vinson,
2006). This transition requires students to make significant adjustments and changes,
resulting in stress and anxiety for some students (Boman & Yates, 2001; Carter, et al., 2005;
Rice, et al., 2011; Topping, 2011). Areas identified in the research as causing difficulty are
changes to school structure and changes that affect the individual (Williams & Boman, 2002).
Researchers have identified these changes as encompassing the academic, procedural and
social areas (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006) or the physical, social and academic aspects of
schooling (Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Letrello & Miles, 2003; Marston, 2008). These areas or
domains are quite discrete in nature; however, problems in one area may have a spill-over
effect into the other domains.
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The current study tracks the journey of students during transition within the three domains
identified. The longitudinal nature of the study allows the researcher to monitor student
progress and to identify issues as they emerge and follow them through to resolution. The
researcher will use ‘student voice’ to seek the views of students to gain insights into their
experiences at various stages of their transitions. It is recognised that transitions may also
impact on families, teachers and administrators and as such the perceptions of these groups
will be sought and discussed. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Development Model (1979, 1986)
provides a mechanism for analysing the different contexts in which transition occurs and, as
such, it will be used to explore the various contexts that participants interact in and how
factors in each of the systems identified can influence and be influenced by other levels of the
system.

In Figure 2.1 Jindal-Snape and Foggie (2008) liken secondary school transitions to putting a
jigsaw puzzle together, suggesting that to provide a holistic approach to transition an attempt
must be made to connect all of the pieces.
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Figure 2.1: The transition to secondary school jigsaw (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008)

The following section will outline key aspects of the three domains identified and will review
the various issues that may impact on students during transition.

2.3.1

The Physical Domain

The physical environment or physical domain has been acknowledged as an area of difficulty
for students transitioning to secondary school (Cauley, et al., 2006; Marston, 2008; Rice &
Frederickson, 2011; Williams & Boman, 2002). Problems identified in this domain include
students experiencing difficulty in; orientating themselves to the secondary campus, dealing
with a larger student population, moving to different classrooms throughout the day, and not
having a permanent home room that is designated as ‘their space’. Other issues identified in
the literature that contribute to feelings of anxiety include the size and structure of schools,
concerns about getting lost or arriving to class late, organising lockers and travelling to and
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from school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Dockett et al., 2006; Galton, Gray & Ruddock, 1999;
Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008). While issues were identified as areas of concern in the initial
period of transition, they were reported to reduce the longer students were in secondary
school (Boman & Yates, 2001; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Lawson et al., 2008; Marston,
2008)

There is an appreciation that the commencement of secondary schools is a stressful period for
students, however, there is also evidence to indicate that students adapt to their new
environment relatively quickly. The same issues were reported when students commenced
primary school, as they coped with the physical size of school, the structure of education and
the need to fit into a classroom environment (Diamond, et al., 1988; Dockett & Perry, 2004;
Petriwskyj, et al., 2005).

The other change that students reported as being difficult was their change in status from
being the senior students in primary school to being the juniors in secondary school (Graham
& Hill, 2003). Many of the structural issues experienced by students may be a consequence
of the immensity of the change as students are expected to cope with a much-larger school
population, a larger campus and changing expectations from teachers and school staff when
they transition to secondary school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008;
Tilleczek, 2007).

2.3.2

The Social Domain

The transition to secondary school occurs at a time when students experience rapid social,
emotional, cognitive and physical growth (Forgan & Vaughn, 2000; Knesting, et al., 2008).
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The developmental changes occur at a time when relationships with peers, fitting in, and
avoiding teasing take on increasing importance and can make school an awkward time
(Carter, Clark & Kennedy, 2005; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). While these issues may cause
concern, they do not diminish the enthusiasm of students as they prepare to commence
secondary school. Research indicates that students feel both excited and anxious at this time
as they prepare for the social opportunities and challenges that lay ahead (Cauley, et al.,
2006; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Rice, et al., 2011; Tilleczek, 2007; Topping, 2011).

The developmental changes students face as they begin secondary school can exacerbate
adolescent concerns about physical and emotional changes, a desire for autonomy, and the
making and keeping of friends (Cauley, et al., 2006). Of particular concern for transitioning
students is the fear of not making friends in their new school, or not knowing anyone (Akos
& Galassi, 2004; Maras & Aveling, 2006; West, Sweeting & Young, 2010).

Students who do not have friends transitioning to their secondary school can find the
experience isolating and this can hinder their adjustment, possibly resulting in them
becoming disengaged from school (De Wit, et al., 2010; Dockett et al., 2006; Williams &
Boman, 2002). In Howard and Johnson’s (2004) study of students in rural schools in New
South Wales, even students who were considered to be resilient experienced some degree of
difficulty in making friends. Making friends is seen as critical in ensuring a successful
transition to secondary school (Lawson, et al., 2008) and strategies such as the introduction of
mentor programs or buddy systems (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Rice, et al., 2010; Yadav,
et al., 2010; Zeedyk, et al., 2003), peer support and peer tutoring programs (Jindal-Snape &
Miller, 2008; Topping, 2011; Vinson, 2006) and the fostering of social cultures that increase

34

a sense of belonging (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Tilleczek,
2007) are seen as valuable supports for transitioning students.

Another significant cause of stress during transition is the uncertainty and constant state of
flux in peer relationships. Children who have been friends throughout their primary school
years can become strangers, indicating a degree of vulnerability linked to transition (Dixon &
Tanner, 2009; Knesting, et al., 2008; Zeedyk et al., 2003). The move from the smaller, more
personal environment of the primary school to the larger and more impersonal world of the
secondary school can also result in problems of adjustment and, in some cases, a challenge to
identity (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Humphrey & Ainscow, 2006; West, Sweeting &
Young, 2010). Similarly, there may be conflict between the competing social and educational
agendas during transition, as students struggle to adjust to new relationships, new structures
and different educational and social expectations (Marston, 2008; Tilleczek, 2007; Vinson,
2002, 2006).

Concerns about bullying feature as a significant issue identified by students and parents
throughout transitions (Cauley et al., 2006; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Jindal-Snape &
Foggie, 2008; Rice, et al., 2011; Williams & Boman, 2002; Zeedyk et al., 2003). This is the
case even where schools have clear bullying programs and policies in place. Bullying has
been linked with social isolation (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008;
West, Sweeting & Young, 2010) and has been identified as presenting a significant barrier to
successful transition (Cauley et al., 2006; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Topping, 2011;
Zeedyk et al., 2003). The literature indicates that the social domain provides both challenges
and opportunities for students, creating possibilities for increased self-confidence, stronger
peer connections and greater motivation (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Lawson et al., 2008;
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Williams & Boman, 2002; Zeedyk et al., 2003). There is, however, always a period of stress
and worry for students and this can manifest itself in a decline in academic achievement, dips
in self-esteem and increased social anxiety (Cauley, et al., 2006; Rice, et al., 2011; Tilleczek,
2007; Topping, 2011; Vinson, 2006; Vinson, 2002).

2.3.3

The Education Domain

The workload and increasing difficulty of work in the secondary school is one area that is
identified regularly as a problem for transitioning students in the literature (Akos & Galassi,
2004; Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008;
Vinson, 2006). Students perceive that the work required in secondary school is much harder
than the work they encountered in primary school. They identified issues including increased
workload, a greater expectation by teachers in the quantity and quality of work, homework,
and a longer school day, as causing difficulties with transition (Maras & Aveling, 2006; Rice,
et al., 2011; Topping, 2011). The associated issues of having to take books home, or bring
them to school, and keeping track of loose papers rather than using exercise books were also
cited as causes of stress.

The increase in expectation by teachers and the change to the instructional environment
provides particular challenges for students as they enter secondary school. Classes become
more demanding and require students to work on subjects in greater detail, there is a heavier
emphasis on grades and there is an increasing expectation that students will complete work at
home (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Carter, Clark & Kennedy, 2005; Galton et al., 1999; Zeedyk, et
al., 2003). There is also a perceived expectation that teachers expect students to assume more
responsibility for their education, further highlighting the differences between primary and
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secondary schools (Howard & Johnson, 2004; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Williams &
Boman, 2002).

Problems in the academic domain are compounded for students as they are coping with a
changing educational paradigm, from the student-centred environment of the primary school
to the more assessment-focused, and often less personal, environment of the secondary school
(Ashton, 2008; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Topping, 2011; Vinson, 2006). A further cause
of concern for students is the issue of lack of clarity regarding teacher and school
expectations during the school day and homework, which students often find to be unclear
and lacking coordination between teachers in different faculties (Marston, 2008).

The literature would indicate that students are generally enthusiastic about secondary school
and look forward to the many challenges it offers (Boman & Yates, 2001; Lawson et al.,
2008; Marston, 2008). Students also believe that they will cope well with most aspects of
secondary school. While students in Marston’s (2008) study recognised and were prepared
for hard and challenging work, they stated that this did not automatically translate into a
greater workload. Areas of concern commonly raised by students and identified in the
literature include issues with assessments and examinations, anxiety about being organised,
and fear of not being able to cope with homework (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Graham & Hill,
2003; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Marston, 2008; Zeedyk et al., 2003).

2.4

Transitions for Students with Intellectual Disabilities

The transition of students with intellectual disabilities requires an extra level of support and a
longer planning time to ensure that students are provided with the resources and the care
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required for a successful experience at this time (Blalock & Patton, 1996; Carter, et al. 2005;
Jindal-Snape et al., 2006; Petriwskyj, et al., 2005; Saggers, et al., 2011). Despite various
initiatives from governments and education sectors, little research has been undertaken to
address the needs of students with intellectual disabilities as they transition from primary to
secondary school. The NSW Department of Education and Community (NSW DEC)
recognised this need and introduced a number of programs to support inclusive education and
transition for students with disabilities in NSW schools (NSW DET, 1997; NSW DET, 1999;
NSW DET, 2004; NSW DET, 2005; NSW DET, 2006; NSW DET, 2008). The department
has clearly identified that the transition of students with intellectual disabilities from primary
to secondary school requires careful planning, sharing of information and close liaison
between schools and families (NSW DET, 2008).

Despite the introduction of policies and guidelines supporting transition, this issue still
remains problematic for students and their families (Dockett et al., 2006). While students
with intellectual disabilities face the same issues and concerns as typically developing
students during transition, they face the added issues of problems with placement, suitability
and adequacy of resourcing, and the provision of appropriate educational and social
opportunities (Ankeny et al., 2009; Beamish et. al, 2010; Carter et al., 2005; Vinson, 2006).
The issue of access to a school of choice remains linked to the nature and severity of a child’s
disability, limiting possible placement options open to students and their families (Dockett et
al., 2006).

The movement of young adolescents from primary to secondary school is a time of confusion
and uncertainty as they transition between schools with differences in culture and structure at
a time when they are undergoing significant biological and social changes (Knesting, et al.,
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2008; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Thomas & Graham, 2002). For students with intellectual
disabilities faced with a widening educational gap and an emerging social skills deficit,
transition can leave them feeling despondent about their academic prospects and socially
isolated from their peers (Beamish, et al., 2010; Carter et al., 2005; Saggers et al., 2011).

The following section will explore the experiences of students with disabilities as they
transition from primary to secondary school. The views of parents will also be reviewed and
the issues and problems encountered during transition will be discussed.

2.4.1

Student Experiences

The transition of students with intellectual disabilities from primary to secondary school
appears to be similar to those of their typically developing peers. There are few studies that
have investigated the experiences of students with intellectual disabilities during this time of
transition. There are fewer studies that have examined this issue from the perspective of the
student. Following are findings from studies that focus on the transition experiences of
students with disabilities as they journey from primary to secondary school.

Jindal-Snape et al. (2006) undertook a study of students with an ASD transitioning from
primary to secondary schools that investigated student - teacher relationships and their
influence on the success of transition programs. The study was based in Scotland and
involved five male participants aged between twelve and thirteen drawn from different socioeconomic areas. The study sought the views of the young people and their parents on how
best to develop effective primary-secondary transitions for children with an ASD. The
researchers found that despite transition programs being in place, delays in transition
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placements and interrupted transitions were common themes, causing stress for students and
families. Despite the delays, students appreciated the programs when they happened and
were positive about the move to secondary school. Students reported that they coped well
with the size and complexity of secondary school and would appreciate opportunities for
greater practical participation in school activities.

Parents discussed the stress that delay in placement decisions placed on families and they felt
that information regarding delays was not adequately communicated. They stated that having
their children included improved their self- esteem and that having teachers who used
encouragement and praise was beneficial. Parents identified the importance of continuity of
approach between primary and secondary schools and, while they acknowledged efforts made
to include them in decisions, they did not feel they fully understood all educational options
open to their child.

Dixon and Tanner (2009) tracked the journey of two students with Asperger syndrome
moving from primary school to two academically focused secondary schools. While this was
a small study, it does raise some interesting issues with regard to transition. In Dixon and
Tanner’s study, the physical aspects of transition appeared to be addressed by the schools.
There were other issues raised by parents and students that did cause concern, including a
lack of clarity about the academic program and homework and a lack of planning in the social
domain. Parents stated that little assistance had been provided in supporting their children
socially and when it had been provided it had been “ineffective and inefficient” (Dixon &
Tanner, 2009, p.23). The researchers indicated this may have been due to a failure to consult
with students throughout the process.
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Knesting, et al., (2008) undertook a study in a middle school in the U.S. Midwest involving
nine students with mild intellectual disabilities to investigate their experiences as they moved
from primary to middle school. The researchers identified three issues that emerged: an
increase in student anxiety as a consequence of the demands of navigating their new
environment; the ways in which students were able to satisfy their need for belonging; and
how students’ perceptions of school influenced their attitude toward accepting support. The
researchers reported that the ways the students experienced transition was influenced by the
lens through which they viewed the world around them. Their previous experience of
support, their desire for peer acceptance and previous school experience all played a part in
the adjustment process.

The study revealed that students took an extended length of time to find their way around the
school and to master their timetables, leading the researchers to conclude that students with
intellectual disabilities may need support and guidance for longer periods than their typically
developing peers. As their ability to navigate school buildings, access their lockers and
remember the different rules for different teachers improved, students felt more stable and
secure in their surroundings. The investigators reported that the capacity of students to
develop and maintain peer relationships varied greatly, requiring intervention by teachers
until peer relationships were established. The researchers identified a correlation between
student input into decisions and positive outcomes for students and the school.

A UK study involving six students with intellectual disabilities moving from primary to
secondary school was undertaken to review the programs and the experiences of students as
they transitioned (Maras & Aveling, 2006). Students reported the same anxieties as their
typically developing peers as they moved from the relative predictability and safety of their
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primary school to an unfamiliar and larger secondary school.

Adjusting to the increased

workload, including homework and increased hours at school were significant stressors for
students as they moved to secondary school. The complexities of timetables, getting lost and
organising belongings also contributed to stress, as did concerns about making new friends.
Transition programs that allowed students to spend time in their new school prior to
commencing were identified as being beneficial in helping students to settle in, with longer or
repeated visits favoured by students and parents.

Maras & Aveling’s (2006) study made a number of recommendations to support students
during this time. They included; recognition that the same services will not suit all young
people, that supports must be tailored to the individual, that there was a need for continuity of
support from one setting to another, the need for a private, safe place for students and ongoing communication with families on decisions concerning their children. They also found
that while having an intellectual disability may not, in itself, increase the stress or anxiety of
students transitioning to secondary school, it may mean that particular stressors have greater
impact at this time (Maras & Aveling, 2006).

2.4.2

Parent Experiences

While education systems and schools have policies and guidelines emphasising the
importance of involving parents in transitions, many parents do not feel that they are being
included in decision making or that their views are respected (Laluvein, 2010; Vinson, 2006).
Concerns identified by parents included access to appropriate support and resources for their
children in secondary schools, the effect of the widening gap between ability and classroom
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expectation and the opportunities provided for meaningful participation for their children in
mainstream classes (Thomas & Graham, 2002).

Effective and positive communication between primary and secondary schools has been
identified as an important issue, with parents expressing the view that, while information was
forwarded, it was not always complete or accurate. As a result parents felt that secondary
schools were failing to put programs and strategies in place for their children using the
information they were receiving from primary school (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008).

The particular difficulties that parents identified with transition aligned with concerns raised
by students (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Parents cited the size of the secondary schools, the
amount of homework, the difference in culture between schools and the different
expectations of secondary school teachers as possible barriers to successful transition (Maras
& Aveling, 2006; Marston, 2008; Thomas & Graham, 2002). Organisational issues, such as
the ability to organise time, belongings and workload, were also identified as areas of concern
by parents and students (Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Marston, 2008). While the literature
indicated that parents recognised the difficulties and stresses inherent in transition, they were
also aware of the positive benefits and the new experiences secondary school offered their
children (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Marston, 2008).

The involvement of parents is critical throughout their child’s education, as they have the
responsibility of being advocates and decision makers working on behalf of their children
(Ankeney, et al, 2009; Laluvein, 2010; Thomas & Graham, 2002). In NSW, collaborative
decision making is encouraged (NSW DET, 1997, 1999, 2008) and, more broadly, it has been
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shown that, by working with parents the transition experiences of students can be greatly
improved (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008).

2.4.3

Transition Programs

The transition to secondary school marks an important life change as well as an educational
change for students and parents as they consider beginning secondary school (NSW DET,
2005). The involvement of parents in transition cannot be underestimated, and this has been
demonstrated in a number of studies, where it was found that students, whose parents were
actively involved in their education, were more likely to have a smooth transition to high
school (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Smith et al., 2008;
Topping, 2011). When planning programs for students with intellectual disabilities, the
literature consistently reinforces the importance of involving parents and students in this
process, with family involvement recognised as a factor in building confidence and trust in
children (NSW DET, 2008; Thomas & Graham, 2002; Vinson, 2006).

There are a number of models in place in Australian schools to transition students from
primary to secondary school. They range from brief orientation sessions involving secondary
school principals visiting feeder primary schools, through to specifically designed programs
that run over a term, semester or whole year (Marston, 2008; Vinson, 2006). Transition
programs that have been recognised as operating successfully in NSW schools have a number
of common characteristics. They include a change of the lesson structures in Years 7 and 8 to
allow teachers to introduce practices and strategies similar to those used in primary schools.
They also provide opportunities for interactive and group learning options, limiting the
number of teachers students work with by having teachers teach across a range of subjects,
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and providing resources to support students across all domains including the provision of
pastoral support (NSW DET, 2005).

Education authorities and school administrators acknowledge that there is still work to be
done in the transition of students with disabilities to secondary school (Dockett et al., 2006;
Vinson, 2006). Parents also state that, in many instances, their expectations of transition are
not being met (Jindal-Snape et al., 2006; Thomas & Graham, 2002). Areas of concern
highlighted by parents include poor communication, a lack of support for their participation,
concern about the emotional wellbeing of their children, social isolation, bullying, the loss or
reduction of services and the quality of teaching (Jindal-Snape et al., 2006; Laluvein, 2010;
Leyser & Kirk, 2004).

Parents are now able to access knowledge traditionally held by educational professionals and,
as a result, teachers are now dealing with parents who are knowledgeable and proactive
(Laluvein, 2010). For transitions to be successful, parents and teachers working together
provides the best environment for an education that provides positive opportunities for
children with disabilities (Ankeny, et al., 2009; Ashman & Elkins, 2009; Carter, et al., 2005;
Leyser & Kirk, 2004; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Thomas & Graham, 2002).

2.4.4

The Role of Teachers

The attitude of teachers in working with students with intellectual disabilities is an important
factor in the success of transition (Fields, 2006; Forlin, 1994; Hsien, 2007). Teacher attitudes
are influenced by their own perceived levels of efficacy (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002; Hsien,
2007). Key elements of teacher efficacy include the knowledge and ability to manage diverse
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needs and the capacity to adapt curriculum and instructional strategies to facilitate positive
learning outcomes (Hsien, 2007).

The dilemma for administrators is that, in spite of the development of evidence-based
classroom practices, teachers are likely to continue with instructional methods that are
familiar and predictable (O’Rourke & Houghton, 2009). They also continue to have concerns
about including students with disabilities in regular classrooms (Bourke, 2010; Brackenreed,
2008; Shaddock, 2007; Vinson, 2002). This is despite research that identifies a positive
attitude as being an important factor in the success of inclusion and transition programs.

Teachers with a positive attitude and an inclusive orientation accept their responsibility to
teach all children in their classes, are committed to the principle that all children can learn
and have high expectations of their students (Loreman, 2007; Pearce, 2009; Saggers, et al.,
2011; Sautner, 2008). Positive teachers celebrate even small achievements. When students
fail to achieve, they take responsibility rather than blaming the student and they change their
teaching methods until they find strategies that are effective. They also recognise the
importance of collaborative planning and ongoing professional development for all members
of staff (Aniftos, 2003; Burnstein et al., 2004; Deppeler, et al, 2005; Sharma, et al., 2012).
The research indicates that the success of inclusive programs is largely based on teacher
attitude and appropriate pedagogical approaches (Beamish, et al,. 2010; O’Rourke, 2009;
Sharma, et al., 2011).

The Vinson Report (Vinson, 2002) concluded that the majority of teachers fully support
inclusion of students with disabilities. They were, however, concerned about the provision of
appropriate resources to support students in this environment. The report also supported a
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much stronger focus on professional development and the formation of professional
development committees in schools. Vinson (2002) identified teacher professionalism as a
key issue and outlined the steps that the profession and government need to take to provide
teachers with stimulating careers, and high quality education for all students. Time was seen
as a critical factor in catering for the needs of students with diverse learning needs, with
research in this area indicating that teachers require time to develop new skills, plan
collaboratively and differentiate the curriculum (Bourke, 2010; Pearce, et al., 2010; Vinson,
2006; Westwood & Graham, 2002).

Fields (2006) undertook a study in Queensland involving primary school teachers to ascertain
what they saw as the challenges in including students with a diverse range of needs. Fields’
findings were consistent with Vinson’s (2002) study in identifying behaviour management as
a significant concern for teachers. Fields noted that teacher attitudes are also influenced by
the nature of a student’s disability or condition. Teachers reported that students with
emotional and behaviour disorders and severe disabilities were harder to manage than
students with mild disabilities (Fields, 2006; Graham & Sweller, 2011; Westwood &
Graham, 2003).

Teachers also indicated that they felt inadequately trained and poorly equipped to work with
students with disabilities, indicating the need for further teacher education at both the
undergraduate and graduate level (Acedo, 2011; Forlin, 2010; Loreman, et al., 2011;
Loreman, 2007). The solution would appear to be a stronger focus on inclusive education
during teacher training and professional development for practicing teachers that focuses on
diversity rather than disability (Forlin, 2010).
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Australian schools have identified inclusion as a basic principle, and as such, have a
commitment to being socially just and inclusive in their approach to education (Ashman &
Elkins, 2004; Deppler & Loreman, 2005; Forlin, 2006; van Kraayenoord, 2007; Loreman, et
al., 2011). As such there is an expectation that inclusive schools develop inclusive cultures.
Positive teacher beliefs, attitudes and actions contribute to such cultures (Ainscow &
Sandhill, 2010; Carrington & Macarthur; 2012; Forlin, 2010; Sharma, et al, 2012). Teachers
who are committed to inclusive education provide students with a sense of security and
confidence; assist them to relate to their peers and help them to regulate their emotions and
use positive coping strategies (de Wit et al., 2010; Edmunds, et al, 2009; Saggers, et al.,
2011). Inclusive schools not only access the support and resources available from outside the
school, they also creatively structure their own resources and staff to create an environment
that provides rich opportunities for their students (Aniftos & McLuskie, 2003; Thomas &
Graham, 2002).

The following section outlines the theoretical frameworks on which this thesis is grounded.
The two theoretical constructs used are Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecology Model and the
inclusion of student voice in research, as exemplified by Habermas’s theory of
communicative action (Bland & Atweh, 2007). Bronfenbrenner’s (1978, 1986) model offers
a lens from which to situate the child during their transition from primary to secondary
school. Bronfenbrenner highlights the place of the various systems that act upon the child and
of which the child is a part. In doing so, his framework provides a means of tracking the
experiences of the child throughout transition while gaining an understanding of the factors
that are at play at home, school and system level.
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Student Voice is a consistent approach when researching inclusion as it addresses social
justice issues that concern marginalised groups and allows them to engage with their voices.
By using student voice, schools have the opportunity to listen to those who are least likely to
be heard on issues that directly affect them (Bland & Atweh, 2007). This approach is in line
with the recommendations of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989) that provides children with the right to be heard and to take part in decisions that
affect them.

2.5

Theoretical Underpinnings

Bronfenbrenner’s work (1979) on ecological theory is the theoretical base underpinning this
thesis as it provides a mechanism for analysing the different contexts in which transition
occurs. Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Development Model, the thesis focuses on
the microsystems of the individual, including home, school and workplace and the social and
cultural connections that these environments create over time. The importance of ecological
transitions is stressed in Bronfenbrenner’s model, as individuals move between and across
settings and as their roles in the different ecologies change (Dockett et al., 2006). Figure 2.2
identifies the various ecosystems of which students are a part and the way in which these
systems are interrelated. The diagram also highlights the relationships that students are
involved in and explores the connections between people and the ways they impact on
students.
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Figure 2.2: Transition experiences based on Bronfenbrenner’s Model

Teachers and system administrators have worked at school and system level to introduce
changes that support the development of inclusive environments for students with disabilities.
Much of their attention has focused on the importance of the home and community ecology
in the transition between education settings (Sontag, 1996) as research in this area has
followed a traditional linear model. The linear approach is proving ineffective in the lives and
the environments that influence children’s lives as they become increasingly more complex.
Bronfenbrenner’s model focuses on the developing person and their environment and the
evolving interaction that occurs between them (Berry, 1995).
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Bronfenbrenner (1986) expanded his Social Ecology Model to begin to consider the influence
of family and the role that family plays in fostering the healthy development of their child in
the midst of external factors. Sontag (1996) contends that Bronfenbrenner’s Social Ecology
Model provides a valuable conceptual framework for research on children and their learning
environment. The value of Bronfenbrenner’s model is that it provides a means of
investigating the influence of the family in the education of students with intellectual
disabilities (Berry, 1995; Sontag, 1996).

Elliott and Tudge (2012) identify the strengths of Bronfenbrenner’s model by studying the
role that context plays in the human experience. They describe the layers of context and the
mechanisms that allow the individual and their context to interrelate. In doing so they discuss
the tendency of researchers to focus on the immediate contexts such as home or classroom
while neglecting broader aspects of the spatial context – culture, and temporal context – time,
that are significant in shaping student behaviours and orientations. It is for this reason that
they have identified a number of conceptual and methodological challenges that can resent
difficulty in trying to incorporate all elements of Bronfenbrenner’s model into particular
research designs.

Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 2005) offers a theoretical perspective for research in human
development that focuses on the developing person and their environment and the “evolving
interaction between the two” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.3). This model is particularly useful
when studying students with intellectual disabilities and the various environments that they
are part of.
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Bronfenbrenner presents the ecological environment as a set of nested structures each neatly
fitting one inside the next (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). He uses the image of Russian nesting
dolls to describe his model, with the various levels identified as the microsystem, the
mesosytem, the exosystem and the macrosystem. The chronosystem was introduced later as a
means of extending the environment into a third dimension, that of time.

The innermost

level, known as the microsystem, is the immediate setting in which the developing person is
situated, and can involve the home, the classroom or the school. The environments and the
factors associated with the microsystem directly affect the child, and in turn, may be affected
by the child. The second level, or mesosystem, encompasses the interconnections of two or
more settings (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For example, the way that children with intellectual
disabilities relate to their typically developing peers in the classroom may affect their
relationships outside of the classroom. Family members’ beliefs about inclusion and the
family’s relationship with the school may also affect the transition process. Bronfenbrenner
(1979) argues that these interconnections can be as influential in a child’s development as
what is actually happening in the educational setting. For example, Bronfenbrenner (1979)
contends that a child’s reading ability may depend less on how he or she is taught than on the
relationship and positive attitude that exists between school and home.

The third level, or exosystem, can be described as settings that do not actually involve the
developing person but can impact on them. Bronfenbrenner (1979) describes this state as one
in which the person’s development might be quite profoundly affected by events and in
settings in which the person is not even present. He believes that parental employment falls
into this domain, as it is one of the most powerful influences affecting young children in
modern societies. Transition policies that impact on the student either directly or indirectly
can also be described as exosystem factors (Sontag, 1996). Examples of such factors might
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include staffing policies in schools, resourcing of special education at school or regional
level, or changes to personnel who have the authority or influence to impact on support
programs for students with intellectual disabilities. Any of these factors can affect the
experiences of individual children in individual programs.

The fourth level identified by Bronfenbrenner (1979) is the macrosystem and he describes
this level as enveloping each of the other levels. In describing the macrosystem,
Bronfenbrenner speaks of this level in terms of being one that frames the sociocultural
environment in which the child lives. In essence, all settings, at each level, operate within a
cultural context. In the case of special education, they work in a culture that values inclusion
as a practice that has been influenced over time by the movement toward ‘normalization’
(Wolfensberger, 1972). This culture has also been embraced by families and professionals
who value and advocate for the inclusion of children with disabilities in mainstream settings
and everyday community activities.

The Ecological Development Model advanced by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 2005) is
valuable when considering transition points for students with intellectual disabilities. The
framework is helpful as it views the child’s development in relation to his or her environment
(Diamond, Spiegel-McGill & Hanrahan, 1988). By analysing the complexity of the
interactions between the individual and his or her environment, we gain a better
understanding of a child’s development and the coping strategies they use. For a newborn
child the immediate environment is the family. When a child is born with a disability,
intervention and support logically focuses on the child’s family and those within its
immediate environment. As the child grows and develops, their environment expands beyond
the family to include peers, school and the community.

53

The expanding environment becomes the focus of support and intervention for the schoolaged child. In these settings, the child functions within a number of microsystems, each
involving the child in his or her environment and the reciprocal relationships between them
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986, 2005; Diamond, Spiegel-McGill & Hanrahan, 1988). The
interrelationships between the child’s various microsystems constitute a mesosytem. A
simple example is that events at home (one microsystem) may affect the child’s performance
or behaviour at school (another microsystem).

When considering transition, Bronfenbrenner (1986) suggests viewing the movement of a
child into a new setting as involving three distinct steps. The first step is an analysis of preexisting relationships as well as information on performance, social connections and other
advice that may assist the transition. These relationships are crucial in forming attitudes and
expectations for the child as they provide the focus for planning and preparation for the
transition process.

The second step involves the family and centres on their need to reorganise and readjust in
order to cope with their child’s transition (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). This is an important step,
as this readjustment, which may involve changing parent expectations as well as changing
attitudes about their child’s capacity, can have more significance for a child’s development
than their experience in the new setting. As such, the involvement of parents in each stage of
transition and their capacity to contribute meaningfully to the transition process is an
important consideration during planning.
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The final step occurs after transition and may result in changes in the relationships that exist
in and between the child’s various environments. Changes may include shifts in the family
dynamic, closer or looser linkages with friends and changing relationships with teachers and
other school staff. These changes can have a significant effect on the child’s progress and on
their health and wellbeing (Diamond, Spiegel-McGill & Hanrahan, 1988).

The Ecological Development Model proposed by Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 2005)
indicates that the focus in the transition process should be on enhancing the relationships
between the child’s present environments and the environments they will be moving into.
Bronfenbrenner argues that when planning for transition, greatest attention should be given to
the environments where few interrelationships exist. These typically may be between the
family and school and between primary and secondary schools (Diamond, Spiegel-McGill &
Hanrahan, 1988). The most positive and effective way of enhancing these relationships is
through frequent personal and informal contact between these settings. Bronfenbrenner
(1986) has argued that an important factor affecting a child’s capacity to learn in the
classroom is the rapport between the child’s school and family. As such, collaboration and
cooperation between schools and families should be encouraged and supported.

A more recent development in Bronfenbrenner’s model has been the inclusion of time as a
variable. This change was made as a result of researchers focusing on developmental changes
involving constancy and change, not only in the person, but also in their environment.
Bronfenbrenner has referred to designs of this kind as chronosystem models (Bronfenbrenner,
2005) and he has identified the critical features of these experiences being that they alter
existing relationships and may result in developmental change. The chronosystem model is a
valuable concept when considering a child’s transition from one environment to another, as it
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accounts for the changing relationships, expectations and recalibrations that may occur in the
life of the family throughout this period.

The incorporation of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) Ecological Development Model into
research efforts in special education, particularly in the area of inclusion, has shown potential
in its capacity to generate new knowledge and positively influence practice. A review of the
literature by Schweiger & O’Brien (2005) regarding the adjustments of children and families
during adoption, with particular emphasis on children with special needs illustrates the value
of Bronfenbrenner’s model in studying inclusion. The literature focused on the interrelations
among the four ecological systems that affect children’s development and their influence on
the current functioning and long term development of children with special needs.

Schweiger & O’Brien’s (2005) work reviewed the issues of social isolation in the mesosytem
and emphasised the importance of well-tailored support services in the exosystem to cope
with isolation and feelings of exclusion. Their study identified that family ecologies of
special needs children are complex and support is required at each level. Support from the
exosystem and macrosystem are particularly important for families to receive the support that
they need and for children to be given a reasonable chance of being included.

A greater focus on the individual, the consideration of attributes such as personality and
attitude, and recognition of the vital role of parents in managing the various transitions, have
all emerged as powerful drivers in special education research. The ecological model has
allowed researchers to move beyond the regular social parameters to investigate forces
affecting development at the individual level.
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2.5.1

‘Student Voice’ as a Theoretical Construct

A growing body of research has highlighted the positive and powerful outcomes of providing
students with the opportunity to be meaningfully consulted about their experiences of
learning and teaching (Demetriou & Wilson, 2010; Fielding, 2004; Flutter & Ruddock,
2004). The term ‘student voice’ is increasingly being used in the literature on school reform
as a potential means of improving both student outcomes and school restructuring (Bergmark
& Kostenius, 2009; de Fur & Korineki, 2010; Fielding, 2004; Mitra, 2004, 2009; Taylor &
Robinson, 2009). Processes have been developed to seek the opinions of students in decisions
about their education and welfare (Demetriou & Wilson, 2010), resulting in student voice as a
strategy and as a theoretical construct gaining a level of acceptance.

At its most basic level, student voice can consist of young people sharing their opinions on
problems and offering potential solutions. It may also involve young people collaborating
with adults to address problems in their schools. Student voice provides young people with
the opportunity to share their ideas and opinions with administrators and teachers and can
provide a means of students and adults working together to address problems or introduce
initiatives at the macro level. There are also possibilities for students to take leadership roles
in school reform programs, adding a degree of democracy to the process, and building a
cohesive culture with students and staff (Mitra, 2008).

This approach has obvious benefits in the area of special education as it allows students to be
participants in decisions affecting their future. Bergmark and Kostenius (2009) identify three
important reasons for supporting the use of student voice in decisions about education. The
first is based on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 2005),
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which outlines the rights of all children to express a view in decisions that affect them. The
second is the recognition of the importance of gaining student perspectives and providing
advocacy for their active participation in this process. The third reason relates to building
capacity in students in the area of citizenship by providing opportunities for them to be part
of consultation and decision-making processes that directly affect their future.

Theories relating to student voice have often been relegated to the sidelines as a field of
educational endeavour, due to their strong focus on action, participation and change (Taylor
& Robinson, 2009). However, by listening to students’ experiences and inviting active
participation in the research process, it is argued that measureable advances in school
improvement can result (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2009). Theories relating to student voice
have appeared in the literature consistently over many years, and they highlight the potential
that this approach has in making a contribution to the debate on the future of schooling,
particularly for students with intellectual disabilities, and the development of greater
collaboration between students and educators (Bland & Atweh, 2007; Fielding, 2004;
Robinson & Taylor, 2007).

By consulting with students, educators demonstrate that they respect the views and the
opinions of the student body. Students also feel that they are respected, which has the
potential to boost self-esteem and foster a feeling of belonging in a school. By empowering
students in this way, there are possibilities for fostering a sense of community that has
benefits both for school culture and for more positive attitudes to learning (Demetriou &
Wilson, 2010).
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The potential to re-engage students who have become disconnected from learning or from the
school is promising if students believe that they matter in the school. This is an important
issue in the area of special education, where students may not only feel disconnected, they
may be located in areas of the school that can physically disconnect them from other students.
In this thesis, student voice is used extensively to gain the insights of students and to provide
students with the opportunity to express their feelings and concerns. It also aims to let
students know that they matter and that their feelings are important. In this way we validate
the opinions of students who are rarely consulted and we provide students with a sense of
belonging and the feeling that difference is accepted (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2009; Taylor &
Robinson, 2009).

The theories reviewed help to inform this thesis in terms of providing a context from which to
view the psychosocial aspects of a child’s transition from primary to secondary school. The
theories also identify the complexities inherent in transition and the ecological nature of such
changes. The research on the theoretical frameworks used in this thesis clearly identify the
need for open and cooperative partnerships between all parties involved and the requirement
to maintain these relationships throughout transition and beyond. The importance of
providing students with a voice in their education is strongly emphasised, both as a basic
human right and as a way of valuing students and gaining their insights as they enter new
environments.

2.6

Conclusion and Research Gap

The review of the literature on the transition of students from primary to secondary school
identifies significant issues for students with intellectual disabilities. The areas of difficulty
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have been identified using discrete classifications which include the physical, social and
academic domains, with the literature indicating the need for support in each of these areas
(Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Letrello & Miles, 2003; Marston, 2008). The literature also
identified the importance of teachers actively supporting students with intellectual
disabilities, particularly in secondary school. Inclusion of students with disabilities is an area
that is difficult for many teachers as they struggle to cope with the demands of educating
students in ways that are designed to meet their needs while fulfilling the requirements of a
demanding curriculum (Bourke, 2010; Fields, 2006; Pearce, et al., 2010).

The literature focusing on the experiences of students with disabilities as they transition to
secondary school is relatively scarce. That is not to say that good work is not being done in
this area, it is just that little research has been undertaken that seeks the views of students at
this time in their lives. It has been shown that programs and strategies that engage students
with disabilities in the various aspects of school life have been positive and valuable (Kelly &
Norwich, 2004; Knesting, et al., 2008; Maras & Aveling, 2006). The role of parents in the
transition of children with disabilities requires further study. Parents can be powerful allies in
working with schools to design and implement programs that enable smooth transitions of
students and relatively seamless transfers for receiving schools (Dockett et al., 2006; JindalSnape & Foggie, 2008; Thomas & Graham, 2002).

A number of gaps have been identified in the literature on the transition of students with
intellectual disabilities. The most significant gap is the lack of research to identify how
students with intellectual disabilities experience the transition from primary to secondary
school. A further gap is the lack of research on what schools are doing to support student
transitions and the success of these initiatives. There is also little research in the area of
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teacher support during the transition of students with intellectual disabilities. There are
policies mandating the support provided to students, however, there has been little study
undertaken to identify what effective teachers do in supporting students through transitions.

The literature review has identified studies that have been undertaken to analyse the
experiences of teachers, parents and school principals. Few studies have explored the
transition experiences of students. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Development Model has
been identified as a reasonable framework for tracking students as they move between and
across settings and as their roles in the different ecologies change and develop. This model
also provides insight into the various contexts in which students operate and the people they
will come into contact with.

The literature indicates that much valuable information can be gained by listening to the
voices of students and providing them with opportunities to contribute to decisions on their
future. Student voice honours the stand taken in the UN Convention on the Rights of the
Child (UNICEF, 2005), which outlines the rights of all children to express a view in
decisions that affect them. It also recognises the importance of gaining student perspectives
and providing advocacy for their active participation.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHOD

3.1

Introduction

This chapter details the aims the study and the research methods used. The nature of the
research and the research questions proposed led the researcher to use a qualitative approach
to investigate the transition experiences of students with intellectual disabilities. This chapter
presents a description of the multiple case study design used and locates the study in an
interpretive methodological framework drawing on observation, interviews and behaviour of
participants to capture meaning and provide insight into the experiences of transition for
students in the study. An interpretive paradigm was selected as it allowed the researcher to
gain insights into what the participants understood to be their experiences.

3.2

Aims of the Research

The aim of this study was to investigate the experiences of students with diagnosed
intellectual disabilities as they moved from primary to secondary school. By using
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Development Model as the theoretical framework to understand
the phenomenon and student voice to provide students with the opportunity to discuss and
explain their experiences, it was hoped to gain an insight into the factors that contribute to
smooth transitions and those that work against success in this area. The study also aimed to
provide insights into the issues faced by students during transition and the ways that students,
families and schools coped with and managed problems as they arose. Finally, the study

62

aimed to identify the influence of significant adults and the roles they played during
transition.

This study addressed the research questions by focusing on the experiences of students and
identifying the major issues and the ways in which students, their families and secondary
schools addressed these matters. The study also sought to identify the factors that contributed
to effective transitions and the positive outcomes that were possible when schools worked
with students and their families to facilitate inclusive programs.

The major research questions were:

1 How do students with intellectual disabilities transferring from primary
school experience the transition to secondary school?

2 What are the major issues that students with intellectual disabilities face during the
transition process and how do students, families and schools address these issues?

3 What are the factors that contribute to the successful transition of students with
intellectual disabilities moving from primary to secondary school?
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3.3

Research Design

The research inquiry was a multiple case study design involving students, their teachers,
school principals and parents. The study involved four Catholic primary schools, three
Catholic secondary schools and a Kindergarten–Year 12 Catholic special school. The study
was situated in an interpretive methodological framework drawing on observations,
experiences and behaviours of participants to capture meaning and provide insights into the
challenges that were part of their experience of education.

An interpretive model was selected as the aim of the study was to observe and gain insights
into the experiences of students as they related and interacted in a variety of settings. The
interpretive paradigm allowed the researcher to develop an understanding of the world of the
students and to make meaning of their words and actions (Walter, 2006). The approach that
was followed throughout the various stages of the research was that of narrative inquiry.
Using this approach, the researcher and the participants were able to maintain equal status
while relating their stories, allowing the expertise to reside in the participants as much as in
the researcher (Atkins & Wallace, 2012; Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994).

The multiple case study approach ensured that the evidence was more compelling, as it was
sourced from a broad range of participants, strengthening the findings and making them more
robust (Stake, 2006; Yin, 1984). By using a multiple case study design, two basic principles
of research were addressed, the descriptions of others were obtained and their interpretations
were explored. While each of the cases in the study may not necessarily be interpreted in the
same way by everyone, the multiple views of participants that are presented add credibility to
the findings (Stake, 1995; Stake, 2006). The use of a multiple case study design also allowed
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the researcher to gain greater insights into the experiences of participants by concurrently
studying multiple cases in one study.

The qualitative approach used in the current study was guided by the nature of the
participants and the research questions that were being addressed. The use of qualitative
methods enabled the investigations to be located in their natural settings, providing
opportunities to interpret phenomena in terms of the meaning that people brought to them
(Atkins & Wallace, 2012; Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). In this way, a
more-holistic analysis of the various situations and problems was possible and potential
solutions were allowed to emerge naturally.

In the current study, the researcher was the instrument in data collection, as he decided the
questions to be asked, the observations to be undertaken and the information to be recorded.
When embarking on this research, it was important for the researcher to acknowledge the
intimate relationships that existed between him and those involved in the study. The nature of
this research involved the researcher entering situations that were complex and, at times,
emotional. As an insider, the researcher was aware of the advantages and the complex ethical
and methodological issues that could arise and he took care to ensure the integrity of the
study (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). In studying the interactions between participants, the
researcher was particularly interested in the meaning that participants ascribed to their
interactions and the various forces that were at work in these interactions. The rich and
multilayered data that emerged from the study helped in understanding the complexity of
transitions, the commitment of parents and teachers and the changes in relationships that
occurred as transitions progressed.
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3.4

The Study

The data collection methods used in the study involved observing, interviewing and
interacting with ten students, as they transitioned from primary to secondary school. The
study was conducted during the second semester of Year 6 and the first semester of Year 7,
tracking students as they completed primary and commenced secondary school. The aim of
the research was to investigate and share the experiences of the students throughout this
transition. This study is based on the understanding of development as a joint function of
environmental influences, including parents, teachers and neighbours, and the characteristics
of the child. It was for this reason that an ecological model was chosen, as it uniquely
supports and provides justification for this approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986; Sontag,
1996).

The longitudinal nature of this study required data collection to be phased over two years and
over two sites for each student. As a result the study has been reported in two phases, with the
first phase reporting on the preparations made by primary and secondary schools to support
transition. The second phase followed the journey of students into secondary school and
reported on the transition programs that were implemented.

The students were at the centre of this study, however, relationships between students and
parents also provide insights into how families experienced transition. Relationships between
parents and children are transactional by nature, as parents and children both affect and are
affected by each other (Bronfenbrenner, 2005). To gain greater insight into the role that
parents played in transition, parents were asked to take part in semi-structured interviews
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during both phases of the study. Teachers from both primary and secondary schools working
with the students also took part in semi-structured interviews, as did the principals of schools
involved in the study. The flow charts (see figures 3.1 and 3.2) identify the various stages of
the study and the sequence of observations and interviews.

Figure 3.1: Flowchart of research procedures: Phase 1
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Figure 3.2: Flowchart of research procedures: Phase 2

The study commenced with student observations, as it was assumed that observation sessions
would help provide a context for student experiences as well as insights into the cultures of
the various primary classrooms. Observations also provided opportunities to view students in
their school settings and to study the nature and quality of inclusion opportunities in each
classroom. Student interactions with their typically developing peers were noted, as were the
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interactions observed between teachers, school support staff and students, allowing the
researcher to gain greater understanding of the cases studied (Stake, 1995). Semi-structured
interviews were used to gather information, including solicited and unsolicited responses,
free-flowing discussion and the raising of issues by participants.

The use of semi-structured interviews was effective as it allowed the researcher to take the
role of ‘informed prompter’, giving sufficient guidance to keep the interviews on track
without controlling the way they developed (Greig, Taylor & MacKay, 2007). The flexibility
provided by semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to identify important issues
and to explore matters raised by participants. The nature of the student participants required
sensitivity to their needs and awareness of the developmental issues they faced. There was
also the concern of working with students recognised as vulnerable, requiring that the
associated moral and ethical issues be considered (Atkins & Wallace, 2012; Liamputtong,
2007; Wallen & Fraenkel, 2001).

The use of data-collection instruments that included observations, field notes, semi-structured
interviews and thick description, provided scope and opportunity to triangulate the data to
gain a more holistic view of students in their different environments (Atkins & Wallace,
2012; Stake, 1995). The perspectives of the students delivered rich data, providing an
understanding of their attitudes and experiences toward inclusion and transition (Miles &
Huberman, 1994).
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3.4.1

Participant Selection

Students selected for the study were identified with the support of the Catholic Education
Office (CEO) in the Diocese of Wollongong. The researcher submitted a letter of request and
an ethics application to the Director of Schools who granted permission for the study to be
undertaken. The criteria for selection of participants included: students who had a diagnosed
intellectual disability; students in their final year of primary school in a mainstream school;
and students who had indicated an intention to attend a Catholic secondary school in the
region. The southwestern region of Sydney was selected as the area for the study as there
were predictable transition patterns for students with intellectual disabilities moving from
primary to secondary schools in this region.

The first phase of data collection took place in terms Three and Four of the 2008 school year
and began with the researcher contacting principals to inform them about the research and to
gain their support and permission to undertake the study in their schools. Following the
granting of approval, the researcher wrote to teachers, parents and students detailing the
investigation and the commitment required and inviting them to participate. In each case the
researcher made telephone contact with parents to clarify the purpose of the study and the
demands that would be placed on their children. Each of the subjects agreed to be involved in
the study and appropriate documentation was completed by all parties.

3.4.2

The School Sites

Four primary schools, three secondary schools and one special school were involved in the
study. The following section will provide details of the schools, including their student
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population, their socioeconomic status, the number of students transitioning and the special
education support offered. Schools have been coded numerically and have been identified as
either primary or secondary schools. The primary schools are all referred to as ‘systemic
schools’, as they are part of the Catholic education system under the direction of the diocesan
Catholic Education Office. Two of the secondary schools are systemic schools and the other
two schools are independent congregational schools. The latter schools work under the
auspices of religious orders and have no affiliation with the diocesan office.

Primary School (1)

Primary School (1) was a relatively new school with a student population of 602. The school
was in a growing area with pressure for places, as seen by the rapid growth in the school
population. At the time of the study the school had three streams from Kindergarten to Year 5
with two Year 6 classes. The school was anticipating moving to a full three-stream school in
2009. The senior classes were working as discrete cohorts, with thirty students and one
teacher working in a traditional classroom setting. Two students from this school were
involved in the study. Special education support was provided in class by a support teacher
for a few hours per week and by a teacher’s aide for a similar period of time. Class teachers
took responsibility for the students and planned for their academic and social needs.

Primary School (2)

Primary School (2) was a three-stream primary school in an older area and was established in
the community. The student population was 585 and dropping due to the age of the
population in the area and the establishment of new schools in close proximity. The school
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had recently embarked on a project to provide an open learning environment for its Year 5
and Year 6 students, with the expectation being that this model would be introduced from K–
6, as the resources and the learning spaces became available. Two students from this school
were involved in the study and were part of the Year 6 cohort of 90 students working in a
large, open learning area. The students were supported by a resource teacher who provided
in-class support for four hours per week and they were withdrawn for extra assistance in
numeracy. The teachers were supported by a teacher’s aide for five hours per week. The three
teachers in this environment shared responsibility for the students in the study.

Primary School (3)

Primary School (3) was a three-stream school with a student population of 603, located in an
affluent and well-established area. The school was highly regarded in the local community
and there was constant demand for student places. The school had recently introduced an
open-plan approach, creating learning spaces that allowed students and teachers to work
collaboratively in flexible learning spaces. Three students from the Year 6 cohort of 90
students were involved in the study. The students were supported by a special needs teacher
who provided in-class support and operated a drop-in centre for students at lunchtime. The
students were also supported by a teacher’s aide who worked in the classes for eight hours
per week and worked with the support teacher in the lunchtime drop-in centre.

Primary School (4)

Primary School (4) was a two-stream primary school, with a student population of 366,
located in one of the lower socioeconomic areas of the region. The school operated discrete
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classes in self-contained classrooms. The school also had a learning centre, catering for
students with intellectual disabilities. Students in the centre spent mornings in a multi-age
special needs class with a teacher and teacher aides. The students were then included in ageappropriate mainstream classes for afternoon sessions. Three students from this school were
involved in the study with each of the students spending the majority of their day in the
learning centre and being included in a Year 6 class for some time each afternoon. The
special needs teacher in the learning centre took responsibility for all aspects of education for
students in the centre.

Secondary School (1)

Secondary School (1) was a relatively new systemic secondary school with a student
population of 972 and growing, as the school approached capacity. The school was located in
a new suburb and enjoyed a good reputation in the area. As a consequence, demand for places
in the school was high. The school had close links with two of the primary schools in the
study and they shared resources and facilities on a regular basis. Students with intellectual
disabilities at this school worked for a number of periods in the learning centre and they were
integrated into mainstream classes for other periods throughout the week. The learning centre
was staffed by special education teachers and teacher’s aides, who provided both centrebased and in-class support. Four students in the study transitioned to this secondary school.

Secondary School (2)

Secondary School (2) was an established systemic secondary school that catered to a diverse
population. Located in an older suburb of the region, the school had a student population of
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1008. Demand for places in the school was strong and the school enjoyed a reasonable
reputation in both the academic and sporting domains. The school operated with a special
education team who provided centre based and in-class support. The school also had a dropin centre where students could access help with school subjects or homework. The special
education coordinator had recently introduced a breakfast café, operated by students with
disabilities from across the school population. One student in the study transitioned to this
school.

Secondary School (3)

Secondary School (3) was a single-sex independent boarding school for boys with a student
population of 977. The school has a long history in the area and was well respected for its
academic and sporting results. Students with disabilities at this school were supported
through in-class support and a drop-in centre that offered extra support. The school also
provided after-school groups and assistance with homework. Students were placed in
mainstream classes for all subjects for the duration of the school day. Two students involved
in the study transitioned to this school.

Secondary School (4) – Special School

The Special School involved in the study was a Kindergarten–Year 12 independent boarding
school with a student population of 140. The school catered for students with diagnosed
intellectual disabilities in the mild to moderate range. The secondary curriculum was based
on the NSW Board of Studies Life Skills programs. The model of schooling was a middle
school model, with students working with three to four teachers each day. Classes had the
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support of teacher’s aides who worked with teachers in classes for the entire school day.
Three students from the study transitioned to this school.

Table 3.1 identifies details of the schools and the students transitioning into them. The
Standardisation of Socio-Economic Status (SES) scale is a measure that is used to determine
government funding levels in Australian schools (Marks, McMillan, Jones & Ainley, 2000).
It was developed by calculating a weighted sum of socioeconomic characteristics, such as
employment, education, economic resources and community.
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Table 3.1:

School data and statistics

Schools

Primary 1

Student
Population

SES

Special Ed
Support

Systemic /
Independent

Co-ed /
Single
Sex

Year
Cohort
Size

Transitioning
Students

602

103

In Class/

Systemic

Co-Ed

60

2

Systemic

Co-Ed

90

2

Systemic

Co-Ed

90

3

Withdrawal
Primary 2

585

96

In Class/
Withdrawal

Primary 3

603

104

In Class/
Withdrawal

Primary 4

366

96

Learning
Centre

Systemic

Co-Ed

56

3

Secondary 1

972

103

Systemic

Co-Ed

177

4

Secondary 2

1008

98

In Class/
Learning
Centre
Withdrawal
In
Class/

Systemic

Co-Ed

180

1

Withdrawal
Secondary 3

977

100

In Class
Support

Independent

Single
Sex

179

2

Special School 4

140

N/A

In Class
Support
/Specialist
Support

Independent

Co-Ed

12

3
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3.4.3

Student Participants

Ten students, six boys and four girls, took part in the study from the four primary schools
identified and they transitioned into the four secondary schools described. Each of the
students had a diagnosed intellectual disability, with four of the students diagnosed with a
moderate intellectual disability and six of the students diagnosed with a mild intellectual
disability. Five of the students in the study were diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders
(ASD) and, as such, had particular learning and social needs. The students entered the study
aged between 11 and 13 years and completed the study at 12 to 13 years. In order to maintain
the privacy of the students in the study, pseudonyms have been used to protect the identity of
each of the participants.

Male Student (1) – John

John entered the study as an 11-year-old and was attending Primary School (2). He had
attended this school from Kindergarten to Year 6 and he was transitioning to Secondary
school (3). John presented as an enthusiastic boy who appeared confident and at ease during
both observations and interviews. He had been diagnosed with an ASD and was working with
a speech pathologist to assist with processing problems and language difficulties. His
teachers and parents reported that he had exhibited anger management issues and had
difficulty making and keeping friends.
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Female Student (1) – Jenny

Jenny entered the study as a 12-year-old attending Primary School (4) and she was
transitioning to the Special School for her secondary education. Jenny presented as a young
girl who was happy and eager to please. She spent until lunchtime each day in the learning
centre with students aged 5–12 years and spent afternoons in a mainstream Year 6 classroom.
During classroom observations Jenny appeared comfortable and she responded to interview
questions enthusiastically. Jenny reported being bullied in the main playground and she cited
this as the reason she associated with much-younger students or spent break times in the
school library. Jenny had been diagnosed with a moderate intellectual disability. During
observations she communicated appropriately and socialised with her peers.

Male Student (2) – Brian

Brian entered the study as a 12-year-old attending Primary School (4) and he intended to
transition to the Special School for his secondary education. He was also a member of the
learning centre group and attended a Year 6 class after lunch each day. Brian presented as a
shy boy who lacked confidence and was very hesitant to answer questions or to express his
opinions. He had been diagnosed with a moderate intellectual disability. Brian also had
DiGeorge syndrome, a condition that had resulted in serious heart problems at birth and mild
distortion to his facial features. Teachers reported that, while Brian appeared to be a happy
boy, he was slow to make friends and tended to associate with a small group of peers.
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Female Student (2) – Carly

Carly entered the study as an 11-year-old attending Primary School (1) and she intended
transitioning to Secondary School (1) for her secondary education. Carly presented as a
friendly girl and her teachers and parents confirmed this observation. She had been diagnosed
with a mild intellectual disability and this impacted on her academic progress and her ability
to socialise appropriately with peers. Teachers reported that Carly enjoyed spending time
with friends and related well to members of staff. Her parents expressed concerns regarding
social networks and their daughter’s ability to maintain friendships with peers of her own
age.

Male Student (3) – Paul

Paul entered the study as 12-year-old attending Primary School (4) and he intended to
transition to the Special School for his secondary education. Paul was also a member of the
learning centre group and he, too, attended a Year 6 class after lunch each day. He presented
as a shy boy who had difficulty with speech, making communication an issue. Paul had a
limited vocabulary and his responses to questions were always short, with three or four-word
answers provided in response to most of the questions. He became quite anxious during
interviews and it was often difficult for him to focus on the questions being asked. Paul had
been diagnosed with a moderate intellectual disability with autistic tendencies and this had a
significant effect on both his academic progress and his social interactions.
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Female Student (3) – Annie

Annie entered the study as a 12-year-old attending Primary School (3) and she intended
transitioning to Secondary School (1) for her secondary education. Annie presented as a shy
young girl who was hesitant and nervous during interviews. Classroom observations
indicated that she was aware of the problems she experienced academically and socially and
she was embarrassed by these issues. Teachers reported that Annie refused in-class support
and was hesitant to receive support outside of class times. Annie had been diagnosed with a
mild intellectual disability and both parents and school staff reported that it manifested itself
in problems with school work. However, Annie appeared comfortable with friends and
enjoyed her interactions in the playground, taking part in games enthusiastically.

Male Student (4) – Jimmy

Jimmy entered the study as an 11-year-old attending Primary School (2) and he was hoping
to transition to Secondary School (2) for his secondary education. Jimmy presented as an
enthusiastic student who conversed freely and appeared to be very comfortable in social
situations. He was anxious during the interviews and said that he became stressed at times,
stating that when he was stressed he pulled out his eyelashes. Jimmy had been diagnosed with
a moderate intellectual disability and anxiety problems. However, he presented as being
much more capable than his diagnosis indicated and his teachers stated that he was coping
reasonably well with school work.
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Female Student (4) – Janet

Janet entered the study as a 12-year-old attending Primary School (3) and she was in the
process of transitioning to Secondary School (1) for her secondary education. She presented
as a pleasant young girl who spoke of her enjoyment of school and of spending time with
friends. Janet had been diagnosed with an ASD and this had resulted in sensitivity to some
clothing and to a number of foods. She had significant issues trying to cope with change and
had problems making and maintaining friends. Janet and her mother both reported that when
she became stressed or overwhelmed she tended to retreat into herself and this often resulted
in her becoming upset emotionally or physically ill.

Male Student (5) – Bobby

Bobby entered the study as a 13-year-old attending Primary School (3) and he was in the
process of transitioning to Secondary School (1) for his secondary education. He presented
throughout the study as having difficulties socially and he stated that he did not make friends
easily. Bobby also said that he was aware that he was different from the other students in his
classes. Bobby had been diagnosed with an ASD, which manifested itself in sensitivity to
noise, a need for a place to escape the busyness of the classroom at times, obsessive
behaviours and an inability to cope with various aspects of schooling. He also had significant
learning needs and his teachers stated that this contributed to his problems. In spite of these
issues, during interviews Bobby presented as an articulate student who was happy to answer
questions and share his views.
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Male Student (6) – Andrew

Andrew entered the study as a 12-year-old attending Primary School (1) and he was hoping
to transition to Secondary School (3) for his secondary education. He presented as a shy boy
who was hesitant to engage in conversation, however, when he did he spoke freely and
provided interesting insights into his experiences. Andrew stated that he did not enjoy
primary school and had been very much looking forward to moving to secondary school. He
also stated that his initial experiences of secondary school had been positive. Andrew had
been diagnosed with an ASD and his teachers and parents reported that he experienced the
associated learning difficulties that this disorder can provide. His teachers reported that he
required further work with social skills and he needed assistance with making friends.

Table 3.2 provides an overview of student data, outlining their particular disabilities, the
schools that they attended, and their various support needs.
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Table 3.2:

Student data

Students
Age

Intellectual
Disability

School Setting

Transitioning
School

Support Required

John

11

Mild
disability
ASD

Inclusive Open
Plan

Secondary
School 3

Anger management
support/learning
support

Jenny

12

Moderate
Disability

Learning Centre
& Integration

Special
School

Learning
support/social
support

Brian

12

Moderate
Disability
Di George
Syndrome

Learning Centre
& Integration

Special
School

Learning
support/social
support

Carly

11

Mild
Disability

Inclusive
Classroom

Secondary
School 1

Friendship
issues/social
support/learning
support

Paul

12

Moderate
Disability
ASD

Learning Centre
& Integration

Special
School

Language support/
social
support/learning
support

Annie

12

Mild
Disability

Inclusive Open
Plan

Secondary
School 1

Learning
support/social
support

Jimmy

11

Moderate
Disability

Inclusive Open
Plan

Secondary
School 2

Janet

12

Mild
Disability
ASD

Inclusive Open
Plan

Secondary
School 1

High anxiety/social
support/stress
management
support/learning
support
Learning support

Bobby

13

Mild
Disability
ASD

Inclusive Open
Plan

Secondary
School 1

Social support/stress
management
/learning support

Andrew

12

Mild
Disability
ASD

Inclusive
Classroom

Secondary
School 3

Learning
support/social
support
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3.5

Procedure

The current study emerged from observations and discussions about students with intellectual
disabilities educated in mainstream schools moving to a special school in their first semester
of secondary education. The study set out to identify the factors that contributed to students
moving from schools that provided opportunities for full participation to a segregated setting.
The researcher discussed the possibility of conducting research in a number of primary and
secondary schools with the Wollongong Catholic Education Office. An ethics application was
submitted, approval was granted, and students and schools were identified for the study.
Following approval being received, meetings were conducted with school principals and
consent to begin the study in their schools was sought. Information and consent letters were
distributed and site visits and observations commenced. Interviews followed, beginning with
primary schools, with a second phase taking place the following year in secondary schools. It
was anticipated that students and parents would remain in the study for both phases of the
research.

3.5.1

Pilot Study

As the researcher was the principal of the special school involved in the study a pilot study
was undertaken to test the data collection instruments. The students selected for the pilot
were students from the special school in their final year of primary school who were
preparing to move into the special school secondary school program. As such, the pilot study
involved students who were not eligible to participate in the mains study as students targeted
for this study were enrolled in mainstream primary schools. While the students were only
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transitioning within the special school, they did provide valuable insights into the data
collection instruments being used in the study.

The pilot study involved three students with intellectual disabilities, two students with
disabilities in the moderate range and a third student with a disability in the mild range, who
had been diagnosed with an ASD. Each of the students had transferred from mainstream
primary schools at the commencement of Year 6 where they had been fully included in
mainstream classes. The Year 6 teacher, an experienced special educator with a Master’s
Degree in the field, agreed to assist in the trial. This allowed the researcher to observe the
students in class, interview and gain feedback from the teacher on the processes and discuss
the effectiveness of the data collection protocols. The teacher also volunteered to review the
transcripts of interviews and the field notes to ensure that they accurately reflected the issues
raised and the classroom observations conducted.

The students involved in the pilot study were selected as they had recently transferred to the
school from mainstream schools and matched most closely the students who would be
involved in the main study. The students also met the criteria for selection in that they all had
a diagnosed intellectual disability in the mild/moderate range, they had recent experience of
inclusive settings, and they were preparing to transition to secondary school the following
year.

The Students

Student One, known as Brad in the pilot study was an eleven year old boy with global
developmental delay in the moderate range and cerebral palsy. Brad had been enrolled in a
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local state school and had been happy in his previous school. He had been moved to the
special school to ensure he had a place in the secondary school program as his parents
believed that a mainstream secondary school would have been too difficult an environment
for Brad to cope with, particularly with Brad’s mobility issues. Brad had settled into the Year
Six class in the special school and his teacher had described him as a happy child who had
made friends and who had adapted well to the routines of school life. He was slow to
commence work; however, when he did he made reasonable progress.

Student Two known as Stefan was a twelve year old boy with Down Syndrome and a
moderate intellectual delay. Stefan and been transitioned from the special school in Year 3 to
a mainstream primary school and had moved back to the special school in anticipation of
secondary school. Stefan was a social child who interacted well with peers and participated
enthusiastically in all class activities. Stefan had renewed friendships and so had settled back
into the school quickly. He tried hard with school work but often became frustrated if he
could not understand a concept or he could not keep up. In these circumstances he would
become disruptive.

Student Three, known as Angus was an eleven year old boy with an ASD and a moderate
intellectual disability. Angus had moved from a small mainstream primary school where he
had been very happy. His parents had moved Angus to the special school at the beginning of
Year 6 to ensure he had a place in the secondary school program. He was a shy child who
was quite withdrawn and he took a long time to settle in to the special school environment.
When he commenced class work he worked well, however, he was very hard to engage in
tasks, and he was selective about what he would and wouldn’t do.
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The Parents

The parents involved in the study had moved their children to the special school in
anticipation of secondary school. The parents had been reasonably happy with the primary
schools their children had left and they made it clear that their focus in moving to the special
school was the secondary program. The parents all expressed concern about their children
moving to a mainstream secondary school and they felt that the smaller and more personal
environment of the special school would better suit their children’s needs.

The parents agreed to allow their children to participate in the pilot study and to take part
themselves. They also agreed to discuss the process and to provide feedback on the
appropriateness of questions, the opportunities provided to move beyond the questions in
semi structured interviews, and the ways their children coped with various aspects of the pilot
study.

The Teacher

The teacher involved in the study, Maree, was an experienced special educator who had
taught in mainstream primary schools and in special schools.

She was committed to

providing students with the best opportunities possible and her classroom was a vibrant
learning space where students were eager to participate in activities. Mary reviewed the
observation grids and student interview questions before the pilot study commenced and
provided valuable feedback on how and when to conduct the observations and interviews.
Mary also agreed to be part of the interview process, trialing the teacher interview questions
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and reviewing the questions for school principal interviews to provide advice on their
suitability.

Reflections on the Pilot Study

The pilot study commenced in Term Two, 2008, and the researcher visited the students in
their class on three occasions to observe them in this setting and to trial observation grids.
The researcher also observed students in the playground on three occasions during lunchtime.
The students were distracted by the researcher and continually tried to engage in conversation
or to have the researcher assist with their school work. As a result the researcher realised that
he needed to remain at a physical distance from students and to draw as little attention to the
student being observed as possible. The researcher also found the observation grids unwieldy
and they were simplified in order to allow the researcher to focus on the child and not on
filling out the observation grids.

The interview questions used were appropriate and students coped well with the interview
situation. The students would often go off on tangents and the researcher began to recognise
when to allow students to continue and when to redirect them to return to the issues being
discussed. The researcher was scribing during the interviews and it became obvious that
much of the data was being lost as the researcher was not attending fully to what students
were saying and the nuances of body language. As a result, the researcher began to record
interviews and transcribe the information. This presented further challenges in ensuring
recordings were clear, coping with transcriptions and deciding on how best to code data.
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The parent interviews appeared positive, with parents seemingly comfortable with the
questions and the format of interviews. The parents raised concerns about the use of a voice
recorder as they stated that they felt uncomfortable being recorded at the beginning of the
interviews. The researcher discussed this issue with parents after the interviews and they
stated that they progressively became more comfortable with the recorder and forgot that it
was being used.

A focus group was conducted with parents at the end of the pilot study to gain their views on
the process. Parents stated that they had found the interviews difficult as questions were
challenging and had raised issues and emotions they had not anticipated. As a result a number
of questions were reworded to ensure that information was elicited without causing undue
upset. Parents also discussed their choice of school and had begun to consider whether they
had made the correct decision moving their children to a special school. The parents provided
valuable feedback on the ways their children coped with being observed and interviewed.
They tried to discuss the study with their children at home with limited success as they
reported that the observations and the interviews “did not rate a mention” by their children
when discussing the school day.

Analysis of Data

The data was analysed using the protocols that would ultimately be used in the main study.
Member checking was used to analyse responses and to check in with participants that the
questions were clear, appropriate and provided them with the opportunity to express their
thoughts and feelings. Persistent observation was used as the researcher visited the class on
both formal and informal visits and spoke with the teacher at length regarding any adverse
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reactions she was detecting as a result of observation sessions. The teacher was present
during two of the interviews and she was able to observe the reactions of students to
particular questions and to provide advice and direction after interviews.
The data was coded using the classifications that were developed during the pilot study and
were modified as a result of the pilot. The codes and observation grids trialed in the pilot
study were modified for use in the main study (Appendix C). Through a process of trial and
error, the information from the pilot was tabulated using the codes developed and was
reported in the format currently used in the main study.

Progressive subjectivity was used as a means of the researcher monitoring his own
interpretations and documentation to ensure that he was noting changes to interpretations and
there was a process for maintaining the credibility and integrity of the data (Atkins &
Wallace, 2012). The researcher worked with a “critical friend’ who was a colleague at the
special school and had been involved in research over a number of years. The critical friend
read transcripts of interviews, matched interviews with findings and reviewed coding of data
from observations and interviews. In this way there was a mechanism to check that the
researcher was not being subjective in his conclusions.

By using the observations, case notes, thick description and transcripts from interviews, the
researcher was able to demonstrate that there was a convergence of data to support the
research findings. Bringing together multiple sources of data ensured that the pilot study was
effectively triangulated. This allowed the researcher to confirm that data was telling the same
story and that that story was credible and trustworthy.
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Implications for Main Study

The pilot study provided direction and insight into a number of aspects that required
consideration in the main study. The nature of observation and the way the researcher
approached classroom observations altered significantly after trialing observation grids and
observations in the special school. There was also further thought given to conducting
observations in mainstream classes, where students may have felt singled out or identified.
As a result the approach to observations changed and the researcher became a silent observer
and focused on blending into the classroom. This necessitated extra school visits to build
relationships with teachers and students.

The interview questions used in the pilot study were altered after discussions with parents and
the teacher. The trialing of questions in interview settings also identified areas that the
questions were not covering and highlighted questions that could be answered with ‘yes’ or
‘no’ answers. The researcher also recognised that taking notes as the only record of
interviews was inefficient and resulted in valuable data being missed. As a result interviews
were recorded in the main study and transcripts were produced for review by participants.

The need for a critical friend emerged as a result of the pilot study and proved to be a
valuable measure as it provided an objective voice that was able to challenge perceptions and
put forward other interpretations of the data. The critical friend was also of assistance in
determining codes for mapping the data from observations and interviews and reflecting on
the recommendations and reflections that were identified from transcripts and the
researcher’s perceptions.
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3.5.2

Ethical Considerations

Ethics in research is an integral part of research planning and this is particularly the case
when dealing with vulnerable groups. Bogdan & Biklen (1998) identify the two significant
ethical issues to be considered when working with human subjects; the voluntary nature of
participation, resulting in informed consent and ensuring that subjects are not exposed to
harm. When dealing with vulnerable groups, including students with intellectual disabilities,
it is important that the dignity of participants is supported and that consideration is given to
anticipated ethical issues and the strategies in place to address them (Atkins & Wallace,
2012).

Qualitative research requires that there is clarity of purpose regarding the project and that
specific ethical issues are considered. When working with participants who have an
intellectual disability, the ethical threshold is higher than what otherwise might be
anticipated. Issues to consider include; the worthiness of the project, the competence of the
researcher, the relationship of the researcher to participants, the anticipated benefits and
costs, possibilities for harm or risk, confidentiality and maintaining integrity in the research
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). A consideration in working with students with disabilities is that
of power imbalance and how power might be used (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998, Miles &
Huberman, 1994). In research with vulnerable groups this is an issue that must be constantly
reflected on as power relationships not only influence an individual’s willingness to
participate it may affect the quality of their participation (Atkins & Wallace, 2012).

Working with vulnerable groups can be difficult and requires that care is taken to ensure their
rights and dignity is protected. The cost of failing to give them a voice could increase their

92

vulnerability by locking them out of decision making. The benefits may be that in presenting
the perspectives of students with disabilities, they no longer remain invisible in the academic
literature (Morrisey, 2012).

In this thesis, the researcher focused on rigorous standards and a commitment to ethical
behaviour in the planning and implementation of all aspects of data collection and in all
interactions with participants (Mertens, 2005). This study involved children who may be seen
as a vulnerable group and, as such, required particular care to ensure that their interests and
rights were protected. Participants in the study were fully informed of the various parts of the
study, the data collection tools to be used and the way in which data would be collected.
Particular emphasis was placed on privacy matters and the right of participants to withdraw
from the study at any stage (Appendix A & B). The ethical considerations were addressed
through application and assessment by both the University of Wollongong Human Research
Ethics Committee (HREC) and the Wollongong Catholic Education Office’s Human
Resource Services Team. The University’s HREC requirements were met, as were the
stipulations and requirements of the Wollongong Catholic Education Office and of the
schools involved.

3.5.3

Classroom Observations

Observations were carried out in each of the primary classrooms, in playgrounds and during
interactions with parents. The researcher undertook two formal observations in each
classroom, each of one-hour duration. Formal classroom observations were not conducted in
the secondary schools as the special education coordinators believed that students would be
uncomfortable with observations in the presence of mainstream peers. The students
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confirmed this as they cited embarrassment as a factor in being publicly observed. Therefore
informal observations had to be relied upon and they involved meeting students in the
playground, observing their interactions with teachers and peers and observing their
interactions with parents. While these situations were less than ideal, they did provide the
researcher with an opportunity to gain a sense of the quality of interactions students were
involved in.

The observations permitted a degree of immersion into the settings and allowed the
researcher to hear, see and begin to gain a sense of the reality of the environments of the
participants. In this study, the researcher took the role of passive participant. As a passive
participant, the researcher was present but did not interact with participants unless required to
(Mertens, 2005). In situations where the researcher had to become involved in classroom
interactions, roles involving moderate or active participation were taken (Mertens, 2005).
Further details of the data-gathering process and analysis of participant interactions are
discussed in Chapter Four.

3.5.4

Semi-Structured Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with students, teachers, school principals and
parents. When conducting research with children, Greig, et al. (2007) argue that this approach
to data collection is an effective method of obtaining the children’s own perspectives. The
interactive and free-flowing nature of this style of interview allowed the researcher to access
information not necessarily available using other methods of data collection. Information that
was able to be gathered included non-verbal responses, unsolicited verbal responses and freeflowing discussion. The interviews also provided participants with opportunities to raise
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issues of concern without the fear of not answering prescribed questions or being prompted to
remain on topic. The flexibility provided by semi-structured interviews allowed the
researcher to explore issues that were important to participants and provided opportunities for
them to freely express their thoughts and feelings in these areas (Kervin, et al., 2006).

Student participants took part in two semi-structured interviews, with the first occurring
toward the end of Year 6 and the second at the end of their first semester in Year 7. The
interviews lasted between twenty and forty minutes, depending on the interest and capacity of
students. Parents also took part in semi-structured interviews, with their interviews lasting
between sixty and ninety minutes.

Primary and secondary teachers were interviewed, with primary teachers taking part in semistructured interviews toward the end of their students’ final year. Each of the primary
teachers were Year 6 teachers who spent the significant part of the school day with the
student participants. The secondary teachers who took part in the study were either special
education teachers who worked in support roles with students or faculty teachers who had a
particular interest in working with students with diverse learning needs. The secondary
teachers took part in interviews in their students’ first semester of secondary school. Primary
and secondary principals also took part in semi-structured interviews. All interviews were
conducted on school sites either during the course of the school day or at the end of the
school day.
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3.5.5

Interviews

Student Interviews

As the ten student participants involved in this project had mild to moderate intellectual
disabilities and, in some cases, significant communication issues, modifications had to be
made in both questioning and approach. As a result, the interviewer needed to remain
sensitive to the needs of students and use a variety of questioning techniques to help with
dialogue in the areas to be discussed. There were some inconsistencies in the amount and the
quality of information collected from participants, however, the main themes emerged
quickly and all participants generally touched on similar issues. In an effort to identify the
limitations of the data gathered, the same questions, with modification for the different
environments, were used as discussion starters in interviews in both Phase One and Phase
Two of the study.

Sample questions from student interviews included:



What do you like best about attending school?



Where is your favourite place in the whole school?



What school work do you like to do best? Why?



What do you think will be the best thing about going to high school?
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Do you think you will have the same friends in high school as you have in primary
school? Why? / Why not?

Parent Interviews

Ten parents took part in the study and they remained involved for both phases of the study. In
the first interview, parents appeared nervous and were hesitant to respond, however, after
some time speaking about their children, they relaxed and contributed more freely. Parents
appeared more relaxed in the second interview and spoke openly about their issues and
concerns. The participation of parents in the study provided opportunities to gain insights into
the social and emotional wellbeing of children in their home environment; it also provided
the researcher with the opportunity to discuss the support offered to their children in primary
school and the transition support offered in secondary school.

Sample questions from parent interviews included:



What are your experiences of the inclusion opportunities provided for your child at
school?



What do you see as the benefits, if any, of having your child participating in an
inclusive setting?



What are your expectations for your child in the secondary school setting?
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What do you see as being the major challenges your child will experience in their
transition from primary to secondary school?



How well do you believe your child has been prepared for the transition from primary
to secondary school?

Teacher Interviews

The primary teachers in the study answered the questions posed in an open and honest
manner. They continued discussions during morning tea and lunch breaks and shared
information about their experiences of including students in their classes and preparing them
for transition. The secondary teachers who took part in the study were generally all special
education staff and, while they discussed the students in the study, their focus was on the
wider issues related to special education as it was delivered in their respective schools.

Sample questions from teacher interviews included:



How could inclusion experiences for students with an intellectual disability attending
your school be enhanced?



What strategies or programs do you have in place to provide successful transition
experiences from primary school to high school for students in your class with
intellectual disabilities?
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How do secondary schools assist in the transition of students with intellectual
disabilities from primary to secondary school?



How do you feel students with intellectual disabilities cope when transitioning from
primary school to secondary school?



What do you believe are the major challenges in successfully transitioning students
with intellectual disabilities from primary to secondary school?

Principal Interviews

Principal participants contributed generously, organising time to speak to the researcher for
up to two hours and offering follow-up visits if required. The principals spoke
enthusiastically about the students in the study and appeared to know the students and their
families personally. They were also aware of the programs that had been developed and the
resources that had been allocated to support students, and they expressed a commitment to
the provision of ongoing support.

Sample questions from principal interviews included:



How successful do you believe the inclusion opportunities offered at your school have
been? Why?



How could inclusion experiences for students with intellectual disabilities attending
your school be enhanced?
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What strategies or structures are in place at your school to provide successful
transition experiences for students with intellectual disabilities moving from your
school into secondary school?



How successful do you believe the transition experiences for students with intellectual
disabilities and their families are when moving from your school into a secondary
school?



What could be done by primary schools to enhance this experience for students and
their families?



What could be done by secondary schools to enhance this experience for students and
their families?

3.5.6

Thick Description

In an effort to gain greater insights into the world of participants, the researcher made
detailed notes to carefully describe events, classroom and playground observations, the
culture of each school and how teachers and students utilised their time. The purpose of this
method of data collection was to provide the researcher with details of various aspects of
each environment and to take the reader into the research setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998;
Kervin, et al., 2006; Mertens, 2005; Stake, 2006). By doing so, the researcher was able to
offer insights that helped to provide a foundation for understanding events and more clearly
undertaking qualitative analysis (Patton, 2002). The use of thick description in this study also

100

provided the detail to make interpretation of the data possible, while stopping short of
describing the mundane or trivial.

Thick description in this study is important as it allows the reader to clearly identify the
context in which the students were working and to provide a lens through which to view their
experiences. The descriptions capture a sense of the interactions observed, the relationships
that were established and developed, the culture of each of the settings and the attitudes that
emerged toward disability and inclusion. They also described the physical settings in which
participants were working. The descriptions took the form of narratives that explored the
journeys of students as they left the relative safety of primary school and embarked on the
transition to secondary school. Their narratives were supplemented by the thoughts and
perceptions of parents, teachers and school principals.

3.6

Data Analysis

In this study, research was undertaken with a set of basic understandings, resulting in
concepts being developed and modified as the data began to unfold and analysis commenced.
The researcher began to analyse the data early and adjust the strategies used to respond to
emerging ideas and strengthen the interpretation of findings. This section will describe the
tools used to manage, analyse and interpret the data collected throughout the research. As this
was a qualitative study, it was important to search for general relationships to build a
coherent interpretation of the data. Therefore, triangulation, member checks, persistent
observation and progressive subjectivity were used as a means of maintaining the credibility
and the integrity of the data.
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3.6.1

Coding

Coding is recognised as the most basic process of data analysis (Krathwohl, 1998; Mertens,
2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss, 1987) and is simply a means of interpreting data in
order to identify primary patterns. The first step in analysing data in the current study was to
develop a manageable approach to classifying the data. Data were collected using observation
grids, field notes and semi-structured interviews. The process used to analyse data involved
coding the data into themes. The data from each of the participants was categorised into areas
of similarity, areas of difference and emerging issues, with the researcher also including
reflections based on the data. The result was a series of tables that clearly identified the issues
and the perspectives of the various participant groups.

Transcripts were colour coded to highlight important points and categorised into specific
themes. For example, the themes that emerged in student interviews during phase one were
coded as follows:

Teachers

what they thought of their teachers/what made a good/bad teacher

Favourite places

places they felt safe/liked to go

Subjects

the subjects students liked and disliked

Primary school

students discussed primary school/what they liked and disliked

Friends

did students think they would make new friends/keep old friends?

Possible issues

what did students think would be their biggest issue/problem?

Secondary school

how they felt about moving to secondary school
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3.6.2

Triangulation

Triangulation was used to support the strength of interpretations and conclusions in the study
(Kervin, et al., 2006; Mertens, 2005; Stake, 1995). Using observations, case notes and
transcripts from interviews, the researcher was able to demonstrate that there was a
convergence of data to support the research findings. A particular strength was the ecological
nature of the study, providing many points of convergence between multiple sources,
including observations of students and results from semi-structured interviews with students,
parents and various members of the school communities. This degree of convergence in the
findings from different data sources provided confidence regarding the validity of the data
collected.

3.6.3 Member Checks

Member checks provide participants with the opportunity to check the veracity of the data
collected (Kervin, et al., 2006; Krathwohl, 1998; Mertens, 2005). In the current study it
involved checking with participants that the themes developed from data collection
accurately reflected their positions. All participants were provided with a copy of the
transcripts of their interviews and asked to read and modify them as required. This was not
possible with student participants and the researcher either met with students to review their
responses or, after discussion with parents regarding the need for honest and accurate student
responses, sent the transcripts home to parents with a stamped addressed envelope so that
they could review the transcripts with their children and return. There were no situations
where significant changes were made; therefore, there was no need for the researcher to
follow up participants about the information provided.
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3.6.4

Observation

Observation requires the researcher to enter the world of the group being studied and become
an insider by participating in their social and cultural life (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). During
observations, the researcher focuses on the participants within their various environments and
records their behaviours, contexts and purpose of behaviours (Kervin et al., 2006). The
researcher visited each of the schools in the early stages of the study in order to begin to
establish trust and build relationships with participants and other members of the school
communities. Observations began and were documented to ensure that important issues were
identified and that initial perceptions were able to be challenged or revisited following longer
engagement with the schools.

3.6.5

Progressive Subjectivity

The analysis and presentation of data is always open to mediation through our own
perceptions and opinions, resulting in distortion of data or inaccurate observations (Atkins &
Wallace, 2012). Bogdan & Biklen (1998) remind us that even though qualitative researchers
are open to the perspectives of their subjects, they do enter projects with certain assumptions
about the subjects and the settings they are studying. In this research project, the researcher
had a working knowledge of the complexities of inclusion and the accommodations that
mainstream schools could make in providing appropriate experiences for students with
intellectual disabilities. The researcher had concerns about the flow of students with
intellectual disabilities out of mainstream secondary schools in the early stages of their first
year and had hypothesised about the suitability of transition programs for these students. It is
for this reason that the researcher monitored his own interpretations and his documentation to
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ensure that changing interpretations were noted. The researcher also worked with a ‘critical
friend’ to ensure objectivity in the process.

3.7

Chapter Summary

This chapter has addressed both the research design and the data collection procedures used.
The participants involved in the study have been identified and the stages of the research
have been outlined. A description of the multi-case study strategy adopted was explored,
including the use of observations, semi-structured interviews and thick description. The
strategies used to test the validity of both the data collection and the tools used in data
analysis were discussed and their strengths and limitations were identified.
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CHAPTER FOUR

PHASE ONE FINDINGS

4.1

Introduction

The following two chapters present the findings of the current study, exploring the
experiences of students as they prepare to transition from primary to secondary school. The
study tracks students in their final year of primary school, observing the inclusion
opportunities provided and monitoring the transition programs developed in both primary and
secondary schools. The study also has a strong focus on the experiences of students as they
reflect on their primary schooling and commence their transition to secondary school.

The research findings in this chapter were derived from observations of students and semistructured interviews conducted during their final semester of primary school. The research
was strengthened by interviewing parents, teachers and principals from participating schools;
and these findings are also presented. The research focused on exploring the experiences of
students and describing these experiences using the words of the students. It was decided that
including parents, teachers and school principals in the study would provide context and
meaning to student responses and would provide a holistic view of the ways in which
students navigated this period of change in their lives. Chapter Five continues this exploration
of the experiences of students as they transition to secondary school and it again involves
students, parents, teachers and school principals. The results are discussed and tabulated to
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compare and contrast the findings and the recommendations that emerge from each phase of
the study.

4.2

Inclusion Opportunities

Students were observed in a variety of settings during the primary school visits. The
observations focused on two areas: the interactions students were observed having with peers,
other students, teachers, teacher’s aides and parents; and the opportunities for academic
inclusion in the classroom. Observation grids were used to monitor classroom interactions
and field notes recorded observations made in play areas and in other settings. The
observations were categorised into the areas of peer interactions, teacher interactions,
engagement with learning and social participation.

4.2.1

Observations – Social Inclusion

1. John

John presented as a confident boy who appeared to have little trouble initiating social
interactions in the classroom and seemed to be well accepted by his peers. In the classroom
he was observed to prefer to work with other students who appeared less capable and he
seemed to be comfortable with this peer group. John stated that he had a lot of friends and,
while his teacher noted that he was well accepted in the classroom, in the playground he
played handball with the same small group of boys. His teacher stated that this allowed John
to be socially engaged without having to interact with other students.
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2. Jenny

Jenny presented as a happy and friendly girl who seemed to be well accepted by her peers.
She spent much of her time in the learning centre and tended to gravitate to students from the
learning centre or much-younger students during recess and lunch breaks. Jenny was
observed to initiate discussion and to work happily with girls in the mainstream class she
joined for the afternoon. She also interacted comfortably and appropriately with the teacher
during these sessions. Jenny appeared happiest in the learning centre, where she was
observed to have a very good relationship with the teacher and she assisted staff by
supporting younger or less able students. Jenny was an obvious leader in this environment
and was very popular with the other students in the centre.

3. Brian

Brian was observed to be shy and withdrawn when interacting with his mainstream peers. He
did not engage with other students in the mainstream class during observations, taking the
role of passive observer rather than participant. The Year 6 teacher had teamed Brian up with
other boys and tried to structure a social group for him, however, she stated that when the
other boys tried to include him he withdrew and became uncommunicative. During
observations, it was noted that other boys in the group made approaches to Brian and he
became quiet and physically withdrew. Brian reacted quite differently when in the learning
centre where he was talkative and relaxed in the smaller group.
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4. Carly

Carly presented as a happy girl who appeared to interact appropriately with her peers. She
had a small group of girls who worked with her and with whom she socialised in the
playground. The girls in this group acted as peer tutors, friends and mentors. Carly’s teachers
indicated that they had approached the girls at the beginning of the school year and asked
them to support Carly in this way. Teachers indicated that they were delighted with the
results and believed that the support of peers had made a significant difference to Carly’s
progress and to her wellbeing in the classroom. When the researcher visited the classroom,
Carly was welcoming and she readily introduced her friends. She was comfortable in the
classroom and displayed appropriate social skills in a variety of situations including during
group work, playground time, discussing issues with teachers and working with the teacher’s
aide in a 1:1 situation.

5. Paul

Paul presented as a withdrawn boy when observed in the mainstream class and he tended to
spend time with Brian, his friend from the learning centre. He worked reasonably well with
the Year 6 teacher and he made an effort to work on classroom projects in groups and with
peers. He appeared much more comfortable in the learning centre and, while he was not as
confident as Brian in this setting, he seemed to visibly relax. Paul was more relaxed with
mainstream peers in the playground, as he acknowledged them and would interact more
freely in this setting. He would even join in games for a short time during recess and lunch.
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6. Annie

Annie presented as a shy girl who appeared happiest at lunchtime when she could play
handball or take part in netball practice with her friends. In the classroom, however, she was
observed to socialise and appeared to be part of a peer group. When the students were asked
to break into groups for activities, Annie had a group to work with and she seemed at ease
with her peers. Annie also interacted comfortably at a social level with teachers and teacher’s
aides, responding appropriately to questions and instructions and initiating conversations
freely.

7. Jimmy

Jimmy appeared nervous in the open-plan setting and did not interact willingly with his peers.
He was very anxious in this setting and this was evident in his contacts with teachers and
students. Jimmy seemed much more comfortable in small groups and in the class group. He
was observed resisting approaches from students to participate in activities and he would
select students that he was comfortable working with. He also gravitated toward particular
teachers for support and he would spend time in a designated quiet space. Despite his anxiety,
Jimmy presented as a friendly boy who tried very hard to ‘fit in’.

8. Janet

Janet presented as a cheerful girl, who appeared very comfortable in the classroom. She
interacted freely with peers and joined groups readily when asked to work as part of a small
team. Janet had a positive outlook and other students in the grade approached her readily and
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asked her to be part of their activities. She was observed to work comfortably with the
teachers and the teacher’s aides and the relationships appeared warm and comfortable. Janet
responded positively when the teacher’s aides approached her and offered assistance and she
was at ease while she was being assisted with her class work. Janet seemed less comfortable
in the playground during lunchtime and her teachers stated that she tended to spend
lunchtimes in the library.

9. Bobby

Bobby remained apart from the class for much of the time that he was observed. His teacher
confirmed that he was happiest when he was working on his own. He did not initiate peer
contact during the observations and did not respond positively when peers tried to include
him in activities. Bobby stated that he found peer interactions difficult and he tended to work
more with the teacher and teacher’s aides than with peers. In the playground, Bobby did not
engage with peers and he showed little interest in joining in with games or with a peer group.
Bobby remained on his own for much of recess and when approached he did little to
encourage social interaction.

10. Andrew

Andrew appeared to be quite withdrawn in the classroom and did not interact with peers or
teachers during observations. While he had been included in a small social group in the class,
he relied less on this group and tended to work on his own rather than work with peers.
Andrew was observed to sit by himself when possible and he did not appear to enjoy group
work. In the playground, Andrew stayed on the fringes, engaging in games for a while before
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drifting off to be by himself. The teacher working with Andrew had developed a positive
connection with him and the 1:1 sessions observed demonstrated a warm and trusting
relationship, however, this was not evident in the wider class setting.

4.2.2

Observations – Academic Inclusion

1. John

John was observed to work comfortably in the open-plan classroom, as he was able to work
with friends in small groups. He had issues in the areas of literacy and numeracy and these
were addressed through in-class support that was included as a natural part of the daily cycle.
John readily asked for help during observation sessions and he appeared happy to have the
teacher or teacher’s aide work with him. He showed a preference for the less academic
subjects, including Art and Physical Education, and he was animated when he had the
opportunity to be creative. John ensured that he was included in all aspects of classroom life
and he seemed to cope reasonably well in this environment.

2. Jenny

Jenny appeared comfortable in the Year 6 class, however, she was not actively engaged in
learning. As Jenny was only in the mainstream class for a short period of time each day it
seemed that the central focus for this time was social interaction. The more practical subjects
were timetabled for the afternoon sessions and Jenny did want to be included in these lessons.
In discussions with the teacher, it was stated that attempts to more fully include Jenny in this
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class had been unsuccessful as she saw herself as “a visitor to the class rather than a member
of the class”.

3. Brian

Brian did not appear to enjoy his time in the mainstream class and, as a result, he was rarely
observed to engage with the activities that were being undertaken. He was a quiet student and
he did his best to not to be noticed and to avoid attention. Brian seemed to be intimidated by
the environment and the teacher hypothesised that he lacked the confidence to join with his
peers in group work or in practical activities. I observed Brian during a number of lessons
and in each case he appeared self-conscious and anxious to complete the required work as
quickly and quietly as possible.

4. Carly

Carly was able to access the full range of subject offerings available, allowing her to be fully
involved in the life of the class. This was achieved by adjusting the outcomes that Carly was
expected to achieve and by providing support in the form of teacher’s aide assistance or
smaller work groups to support her learning needs. Carly stated that she was happy in class,
as she was able to work with her friends and her teachers and the teacher’s aides were
“always there to help me”.
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5. Paul

Paul made an effort to participate in the Year 6 class and, while he was shy, he did try to
work with other students when required. Paul stated that he enjoyed the classroom games that
were played including Math’s bingo and Spelling bees and he enjoyed sport. The structure of
the timetable meant that he did not have an opportunity for academic inclusion, rather, for
Paul the focus was building confidence in a mainstream environment. While Paul was
compliant and tried to be a part of the mainstream group, his stated preference was to work in
the learning centre.

6. Annie

Annie appeared comfortable in the open-plan setting until it came to commencing written
work. There was a noticeable change in her attitude as she took her time to start work and
was tentative in what she did. Annie became uncomfortable when approached by staff
offering support and she stated that she “was right” when asked if she needed any help. She
was quiet during group sessions and she did not volunteer answers or make any comments
during observations. When asked a question by a teacher Annie seemed hesitant and unsure
about how to respond.

7. Jimmy

Jimmy appeared to enjoy working in the open-plan classroom and he was enthusiastic about
the project-based learning sessions called integrated studies. This approach allowed Jimmy to
work at his own pace in a classroom environment where all students were focusing on their
projects. During observations of the project-based learning sessions, Jimmy was observed to
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be more engaged and independent than at other times of the day. He appeared happy in this
setting, as the learning opportunities provided him with a manageable program that was
consistent and provided access to mainstream opportunities.

8. Janet

Janet was enthusiastic and motivated during observation sessions. She participated readily in
all activities and showed particular interest in Art and Reading. Janet stated that she found
Mathematics difficult and she asked for assistance frequently during Math’s lessons. She
enjoyed reading and would take out her book whenever there was any free time. Janet worked
comfortably in group settings and she was included by her peers at these times. She also
contributed appropriately, speaking when she had something to offer, and listening when
someone else was speaking. Janet began to get distressed during an English writing task and a
teacher’s aide moved immediately to offer support. Janet responded well and appeared
comfortable and appreciative of the intervention. The teacher’s aide also helped Janet
organise her materials and prepare for the next lesson. In most aspects of classroom life Janet
appeared happy and willing to participate.

9. Bobby

Bobby appeared difficult to engage in academic tasks during the observation sessions. He
was slow to commence work, spending a lot of time organising his pens and getting his books
out, then looking for distractions before commencing work. Bobby was also distracted by the
level of classroom noise and found the activity in the large working space difficult. During
observations, Bobby participated in all class lessons; however, he did so at his own pace and
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in a way that he could manage. He would move to his quiet space when he became distracted
or stressed and the staff seemed comfortable with Bobby moving away from a lesson to settle
himself and return when he was ready.

10. Andrew

Andrew appeared to find class work challenging and he stated that he did not enjoy aspects of
the academic program of the class. He said that he found a number of the subjects difficult
and his teacher stated that this had affected his attitude to school and his level of
participation. During observations he tended not to engage in class discussions and he did not
volunteer answers or contribute ideas. He appeared more comfortable working 1:1 with the
teacher or teacher’s aide and he was much more animated in this setting. Andrew did not
appear to enjoy group work and this was evident in his attitude and his demeanour during an
observation session when the class was working on group projects. Andrew presented as
being self-conscious in the classroom and, even with careful selection of group members, he
found the classroom environment challenging.

4.3

Phase One Interviews

The following section of this chapter reports on the semi-structured interviews conducted
with students, parents, teachers and principals. In order to provide a sense of the discussions
conducted and the views expressed, individual comments from participants have been
included. Responses of the participants were coded and tabulated, highlighting areas of
similarity, significant differences observed, emerging issues identified and a short reflection
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by the researcher on the matters raised. In each of the areas, a numerical total is included
indicating the levels of support or difference expressed by participants in the various areas.

4.3.1

Students

The ten students took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from twenty to forty
minutes depending on their level of interest, their capacity to interact with the researcher,
their ability to comprehend the issues raised and the extent to which they wanted to talk. The
interviews focused on five key areas:



Teachers



Friends



School subjects



Primary school experience



Secondary school experience.

In each instance the students were cooperative and open in their views and they responded
well to the questions posed. There were occasions when students went off on a tangent or
spoke for long periods about a particular incident or issue and the researcher allowed the
students to dictate the direction and the pace of the interviews. In general, the students
addressed all of the issues and provided valuable insights into the matters that they believed
were important regarding the inclusion and transition opportunities that had been provided.
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Teachers

Each of the students spoke positively about their teachers and indicted that they had positive
and warm relationships with them. Students expressed their views in the following terms:

“She is fun and she has always got a smile on her face and when I make fun of
her or play with her in the classroom she doesn’t get mad at me.” (Jenny, 12)

“They treat me really nicely and they teach me stuff and they just love me.”
(Jimmy, 11)

The issue of academic support was mentioned by each of the students and they spoke about
the ways in which their teachers supported them, listing patience, humour and friendship as
positive attributes. Typical comments made by students included:

“She reads books to us and we get things done so we learn more.” (Andrew,
12)

“They are more patient when I have a hard time. They help me understand and
they know exactly what’s going on.” (John, 11)

“She helps me a lot and helps me understand difficult stuff like sometimes in
Math’s but in different ways so that I can understand it.” (Annie, 12)
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A number of students made mention of humour and indicated that this trait was a positive
quality in teacher–student relationships. The students indicated that when teachers joked with
them or played tricks on them this built positive relationships and made learning fun.
Students described their teachers in the following ways:

“She has a sense of humour.” (Andrew, 12)

“They are funny.” (Brian, 12)

“She is really funny and she tries to help all the kids as much as she can.”
(Janet, 12)

Table 4.1 outlines the main issues raised by students about their teachers. The researcher
identified the categories and the issues from transcripts of interviews, field notes,
observations and by cross-referencing student comments with those made by parents and
teachers.
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Table 4.1:

Data from student responses on relationships with teachers

Student–Teacher Relationships
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Students were
positive about
teachers – they did
more than teach.
(10/10)

1. Two students
(ASD) stated that
their teacher
understood their
disability – more
help was provided.
(2/10)
2. Two students
saw importance of
academic
progress, majority
focused on
teachers treating
them as
individuals. (2/10)
3. One student
spoke about the
teacher allowing
responsibility for
students’ own
learning – felt
trusted. (1/10)

1. Students were
emotionally attached
to teachers – there
may be issues at end
of year

1. Students were attached
to teachers and identified
them as significant adults

2. Students relied on
teachers to help with
friendship groups –
this may not be
possible in secondary
school.

2. The teacher attribute
most valued by students
was good relationships.

3. In many cases the
success of students
relied on capacities
and interest of teacher
– how can this be
sustained?

3. Secondary school is
different to primary
school and the challenge
will be forming
relationships with a
number of teachers.

4. Students in the
learning centre did
not feel the Year 6
teachers fully
understood their
needs. (2/10)

4. Secondary teachers
may not have the
same time to get to
know students and
may not understand
their needs in the
same way.

4. Primary schools
depend on goodwill of
teachers to create
supportive environments
for students with
disabilities. There does
not appear to be any
systemic approach.

2. Majority of
students indicated
warm
relationships with
teachers – they
felt well cared for.
(8/10)
3. Kind, helpful,
happy,
understanding and
friendly were
words used to
describe teachers.
(9/10)
4. Students stated
that their Year 6
teachers
understood needs
of students – this
was not always
the case. (8/10)
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Friends

The issue of friends was one that students were happy to discuss at length. They stated that
they felt positive about friends in their current schools and generally believed that they would
have little trouble making friends in their new schools. One area of focus was whether
students believed they would have the same friends in secondary school as they had in
primary school. Students had given this issue little thought as they assumed that they would
either have the same friends or would make new friends. The following responses were
typical of comments made:

“I think most of the time it will be the same friends but sometimes it might be
a bit different.” (Janet, 12)

“Maybe I might make some more and still be friends with my friends now. I
would like to make more.” (Annie, 12)

“Nah I’ll probably make new friends.” (Carly, 11)

Students spoke of maintaining friendships with students who were going to different
secondary schools, using a range of strategies. Comments on this topic included:

“I will keep in contact: I’ll probably email them and that, text them and that.”
(Andrew, 12)
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“Well my friends are going to Secondary School (2) but we still do scouts and
we have got each other’s phone numbers and we’ll see each other at scouts
and stuff like that.” (John, 11)

“Most of my friends are going to Secondary School (1) next year. I’ll keep in
contact with them mostly” (Andrew, 12)

Only two students expressed reservations about maintaining friendships or making new
friends. One boy did not think that his prospects were particularly good, stating:

“… about new friends, I’m not going to have much luck.” (Bobby, 13)

The second student was nervous, stating:

“Maybe (I’ll keep the same friends) because one of my friends is going to
Secondary School (3) but I don’t think I’ll see him much. Most of my friends
are going to Secondary School (2) but I might make some friends at my high
school.” (John, 11)

Table 4.2 identifies the main issues raised by students when asked about friendship.
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Table 4.2:

Data from student responses on friendship issues

Friendship Issues
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Students stated
that they would
stay in contact with
current
friends/make new
friends. (8/10)

1. One student felt
pessimistic about
making any friends.
(1/10)

1. Secondary staff need
to be aware of friendship
problems – otherwise
students could become
socially isolated.

2. Majority of
students were
comfortable
making new
friends – this was a
highlight of
secondary school
for some. (8/10)
3. Students
indicated that
current friendship
groups were small
and they felt lonely
when their friends
were not at school.
(6/10)

2. Concern about
friends going to
different secondary
schools and being
able to maintain
contact. (4/10)

1. Students had few
friends in primary
school and
friendships took time
to develop – might
be the same in
secondary school.
2. Primary teachers
monitor friendship
groups at present – is
this possible in
secondary school?

3. Importance of
friends at school –
success or failure of
transition could
depend on
opportunities to
make new friends.

3. Students had little selfawareness about their
social position and
problems this may cause.
They were going to much
bigger schools and they
will need support to
make new friends.

3. Students from
learning centre
stayed together and
did not see things
changing at their
new school. (3/10)

2. Timetable might mean
students with disabilities
could be grouped
together – this may
defeat purpose of an
inclusive placement.

School Subjects

The questions about favourite and least-favourite subjects were intended to have students
discuss how they spent their time in the classroom and the inclusion opportunities offered by
teachers. They were also intended to provide students with a focus to begin conversations
about their hopes and fears about learning and their perceptions of themselves as learners.
The majority of students listed English and Math’s as being their least-favourite subjects,
though one student identified English as being one of their favourite subjects, and two
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students stated that they enjoyed Math’s. Students spoke about English in the following
terms:

“I don’t like English that much because I’m not that good at writing.” (Paul,
12)

“I don’t like English much. I have a lot of ideas in my head but I can’t get
them on paper quickly enough.” (Andrew, 12)

“My worst subject is English because, I don’t know … sometimes I don’t
understand it and all that. Sometimes I try to get out of it because I go to Mrs.
M who is the learning support teacher.” (Annie, 12)

A majority of students also found Math’s a difficult subject, stating:

“I don’t like Math’s because when I just start to understand something, we
move on to another subject. And also, sometimes I can learn something in
class but when it’s in our homework book I can’t remember how to do it.”
(Janet, 12)

“I find Math’s the hardest because that’s really difficult.” (Jenny, 12)

The more ‘hands on’ subjects were listed as being favourite subjects by a majority of
students. Art emerged as the clear favourite followed by Music, with students giving the
following reasons for their preferences:
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“I like art because I can express my feelings better with Art. At home I’ve got
books that I draw in. When I feel upset I draw, like, sad pictures. When I feel
happy I can draw like everything. I can draw pretty good you know.” (Jimmy,
11)

“I like Music because it’s fun to play instruments. I don’t like sport because
I’m not allowed to run and sometimes I find Math’s and English hard.” (Brian,
12)

Table 4.3 identifies the main issues raised by students when asked about school subjects.
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Table 4.3:

Data from student responses on subject preferences

Subject Preferences
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Students indicated a
preference for
practical subjects –
Art, Music, Craft and
Science. (8/10)

1. Two students
enjoyed Math’s –
stating that they were
achieving and keeping
up with class. (2/10)

1. Students enjoyed
subjects where
there was less
emphasis on
success or failure.

2. Students found
English difficult – felt
that they were not
good at this subject.
(7/10)

2. One student enjoyed
‘hard subjects’– this
was their basis for good
education. (1/10)

3. Students found
Math’s difficult –
even when they
grasped concepts they
could not apply them
to different settings.
(7/10)

3. One student based
their favourite subjects
on the work space – i.e.
they enjoyed reading
because they could
work in the library.
(1/10)

1. Secondary schools
need to address
negative perceptions
about English and
Math’s. Students
were concerned
about these areas.
2. Primary schools
supported students
with individual plans
designed to support
them in areas of
need. Secondary
schools need to
support students in
‘hard subjects’.
3. Students indicated
preference for
practical subjects –
secondary schools
have facilities and
expertise in these
areas.

4. Few students said
they enjoyed subjects
because they were good
at them – they enjoyed
them when there was
less pressure to achieve.
(4/10)

2. Student
perceptions of their
own abilities do not
align with teacher
perceptions.

3. Students felt
stressed and
insecure about their
abilities – they may
not cope with
assessment regimes
in secondary
school.

4. Some students did
not like writing –
this issue will need
to be managed by
secondary schools.
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Primary School

The students were generally positive about primary school, with only one student raising
issues about their primary school. Students spoke of their relationships with teachers as being
a high point of their final year of primary school. They also spoke about their friends and the
responsibilities that they had in their particular schools. Typical responses included:

“I like my class cause it’s all open. I can see my friends more even from other
classes so we can see each other in the playground and see each other in the
classroom because it’s more open learning. It is much better.” (John, 11)

“Because sometimes I get to take care of the little kids and I like taking care of
little ones. And I like it as well because lots of people care about me there.”
(Jenny, 12)

The students expressed mixed feelings about leaving primary school, from missing friends
and teachers, through to being excited about starting at a new school. A number of students
could not comprehend leaving primary school and they were having problems answering this
question. Their comments indicated that they believed that their current reality was going to
continue into the future. Students made the following observations:

“My feelings about leaving primary school, umm, a bit sad, umm, missing my
friends and missing my teachers.” (Paul, 12)
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“I will visit the teachers and staff and visit the children because I have two
buddies, one in Kinder and one in Year 1.” (Jimmy, 11)

“The best thing about leaving is more friends.” (Annie, 12)

The only negative comment was from Bobby who said that he was glad to leave the school:

“Because I’ve been here a long time and I don’t like getting bullied.” (Bobby,
13)

While Bobby made no other mention of being bullied at his school and this issue was not
raised by either his parents or his teacher, it was obviously an issue for Bobby.

Table 4.4 provides an overview of student responses regarding primary school.
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Table 4.4:

Data from student responses on primary school

Primary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Students had
positive experiences
of primary school and
enjoyed Year 6. (8/10)

1. One student
indicated being
bullied – felt it
would not be such a
big issue in
secondary school.
(1/10)

1. Most significant
issue was leaving
favourite teachers –
students were
attached to teachers
and will miss them.

2. Strong relationships
built at school –
students felt close to
teachers and teacher’s
aides. (8/10)

2. One student spent
a lot of time with
younger students and
she was worried that
she would miss them
and that they would
miss her. (1/10)

3. Students will miss
primary school – they
stated they would like
to return to visit
schools. (9/10)

3. Two students
enjoyed open
learning
environments –
concerned they
would not do this in
secondary school.
(2/10)

2. Primary teachers
made
accommodations for
students and were
aware of their needs
– students were
concerned this
would not happen in
secondary school.
3. Students had
‘down time’ built
into programs.
Secondary schools
need to
communicate with
primary schools on
this issue.

1. Safety and security
of primary schools
will be missed –
transition programs
need to be well
managed and build
confidence in
students.
2. Secondary schools
are busy places – it is
easy for students to
get lost in the system.
Need to monitor
students to ensure this
does not happen.

4. Majority of students
indicated that they
were excited about
secondary school –
teachers had prepared
them well. (9/10)

3. Parents need to be
aware of adjustment
period – transition to
secondary school may
not be as smooth as
parents might like.

4. Students needed to
develop new skills –
they will be required
to take responsibility
for themselves and
their learning and
learn to work with
different teachers.
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Secondary School

Students were excited when speaking about going to secondary school. They also expressed
nervousness about some aspects of going to a new school. Typical comments when asked
about secondary school included:

“I’m excited and a bit nervous. Well it’s like a whole new school, like you get
to meet lots of different people.” (Janet, 12)

“I am nervous about going to high school but it’s good for me because I will
learn lots more.” (Jimmy, 11)

“I feel excited but I am a little bit nervous because I’m not sure how I’ll go.
The hardest thing is it’s a new environment.” (Carly, 11)

The students attending the Special School had a much different view of leaving primary
school. They did not express the same level of anxiety that students moving to mainstream
high schools did and they appeared quite comfortable with their transition. The students
moving to the Special School expressed their feelings in the following ways:

“I feel happy about going to my new school next year because I’m not going
to a big high school. I have met so many new people and they are nice.”
(Jenny, 12)

130

“I’m happy because I’m going to a different school next year. The hardest
thing will be the work.” (Brian, 12)

“I think it will be good, it’s been good.” (Paul, 12)

Each of the students involved in the study took part in a transition program. The programs
offered by the four schools were all quite different and offered a variety of experiences. The
following statements provide an insight into how students experienced their transition to
secondary school.

“The transition program, yeah. I found it helped me be a bit more confident
about going to high school.” (Andrew, 12)

“On the transition program, I liked them just helping us with everything. Like
in the special needs area they have been showing us how to use the diary and
one time they had to tell us a place to find and then we had to see how quickly
we could get there.” (Carly, 11)

“Transition has helped by just showing me where everything is. You do all
these sports and there is the library. And they tell you about getting organised
and getting stuff ready for the next class. But I’m not sure if it is a continuous
day (or you get time) to get to your next lesson. I need to learn that before I go
into Year 7.” (Jimmy, 11)
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While students expressed both excitement and happiness at moving to secondary school, they
also expressed some reservations and, in one case, fear. Issues that caused them concern
included getting lost, being bullied, the workload and travelling on the bus to school.
Students expressed their feelings in the following ways:

“Hard things like making new friends and being nervous and shy. Making new
friends and starting a new school makes me nervous.” (Brian, 12)

“First time I went I was worried that I was going to get lost but now I’m used
to it. I feel good, better than I used to.” (Bobby, 13)

“I just clam up. I’m so nervous I’m crapping bricks. I feel so scared because I
feel it will be like going back to kindergarten.” (John, 11)

“It’s bigger, I’ll probably get lost and I’ll be catching the bus. That’s freaky
because I’ve never caught the bus in my life by myself.” (Carly 11)

Table 4.5 provides insight into how students feel about transitioning to secondary school.
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Table 4.5:

Data from student responses on transitioning to secondary school

Secondary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Students felt
nervous and excited
about moving to new
schools – positive
views expressed.
(10/10)
2. Students believed
that they would have
more friends in
secondary school.
(7/10)

1. Two students were
also very concerned –
fear of bullying main
reason. (2/10)

1. Boys in the study
spoke of bullying –
this is a concern for
a number of the
students.

1. Students were
excited about
secondary school –
they saw this as a
fresh start.

2. Students worried
about getting lost –
students will need to
have strategies for
when this happens.
(4/10)

2. Routines of
secondary schools
are much different –
this may cause stress
moving from low
structure to high
structure.

3. Students were
looking forward to
new subjects and
exciting choices –
Cooking, Woodwork
and Science. (8/10)
4. Students stated
transition programs
helped – they felt
more comfortable
about their new
schools. (10/10)

3. One student was
stressed about Sex
Education classes in
Year 9. (1/10)

2. Nervousness
about secondary
school may be an
issue – transition
programs helped but
there is a need to
continue to monitor
in Year 7.
3. Students were
stressed about
aspects of secondary
school – older
mentors might
address this issue.
4. Students in the
study had positive
relationships with
significant adults in
primary schools –
similar support in
secondary schools
would be helpful.

4.3.2

4. Two students stated
they were nervous –
said moving to
secondary school
would probably be
good for them. (2/10)

3. Transition
programs served
their purpose in
initial period –
students felt more
confident.
4. A period of
adjustment will be
required for all
students – ongoing
support may be
necessary.

Parent Profiles

Ten parents took part in the study and committed to participate over the two years of the
project. Each of the parents involved expressed appreciation for the opportunities provided to
their children and they were supportive of the direction their child’s primary school had taken
with their education. The parents who volunteered for the study were all women, with four of
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the ten students in the study coming from single-parent families. In each case, parents made
reference to this situation, stating that it was a significant issue for their children to deal with.

The parents spoke about difficulties in gaining a diagnosis for their child and accessing
appropriate services when a diagnosis was made. They reported that the schools attended by
their children were generally supportive when a diagnosis had been made; however, four of
the families expressed frustration with their child’s early years of schooling. The reasons
raised for this frustration included a lack of educational support for their child, problems
having their child tested, poor communication between school and home and inability or
unwillingness by schools to differentiate programs of study and assessment tasks for their
child. Parents expressed high levels of satisfaction with the opportunities provided for their
children in their final year of primary school.

4.3.3

Parent Interviews

The parents took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from sixty to ninety minutes
and covered a range of areas from early childhood experiences through to their hopes and
aspirations for their child post-school. The interviews focused on five key areas:



Primary school



Teachers



Inclusion opportunities



Transition programs



Secondary school.
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Parents spoke openly about their experiences of primary school, their relationships with
teachers, their aspirations for their child’s future and the challenges they believed their
child would face. There were occasions when parents went off on a tangent or spoke for
long periods about a particular incident or issue and the researcher allowed the parent to
dictate the direction and the pace of the interviews. In general, the parents addressed each
of the areas and provided valuable insights into the issues that they believed were
important regarding the inclusion opportunities and the transition experiences offered for
their children.

Primary School

Parents expressed satisfaction with the inclusion opportunities offered by the primary
schools. They believed that their children were assisted with both their social and their
academic development and they attributed much of their child’s success to the
opportunities offered. Parents expressed the following opinions about primary schools:

“He has been included really well and they do care for his needs, and they
have helped him a lot with social and academic skills.” (Mary)

“I am happy with the way that the school is involving her in the class groups
…. I am happy with the way the class is structured and the way they are
working in the classroom with her.” (Anna)
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“Once we had all the testing done and had it all sorted out then really good
steps were taken to meet his needs, but to also include him and treat him like
one of the other normal children.” (Margaret)

Parents who had children working in open-plan classrooms raised both reservations and
positive aspects of this environment for their children. Two parents questioned its
appropriateness for students with intellectual disabilities and two parents were very much
in favour of this model. A fifth parent with a child working in this environment did not
comment on the learning spaces. Comments made by parents on this issue included:
“I actually don’t like the new classrooms, I’ll be honest. They are open-plan
…. I think she likes a smaller environment. It does make her a lot more
nervous with the other kids she’s not confident with.” (Anna)

“It sounds terrible but the open-plan classrooms … the children find it hard I
think. I think we need more quiet areas so that’s probably one thing that would
be nice.” (Felicity)

“It’s good because there are a lot more teachers that can be available to him. I
thought he might have got a bit distracted with all the kids being together but
it has worked really well for him.” (Lee)

“The (open) learning space is unbelievable … it frees teachers up to give more
time when it’s required … it makes it very inclusive.” (Margaret)
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Parents of students in the school with a learning centre had differing opinions on inclusion
and how the school was catering for their child’s needs. They felt that their children were safe
and well looked after in the centre and they were happy that their children spent most of their
day in this environment. They made the following comments on this issue:

“Oh excellent. I think without it [the learning centre] he wouldn’t have come
as far as he has come at the stage he is at now. I think if he was just put
straight into mainstream that he would be sitting at the back of the classroom
not knowing what was going on.” (Mandy)

“I think that when they are in the learning unit it’s good for them because
they’re learning at their pace, you know when they go back into the normal
class they are not.” (Sue)

“He spends probably three quarters of the day in the learning centre which he
is very comfortable to do. It accommodates him with the way he is.” (Ainslie)

Table 4.6 outlines the issues raised by parents about their primary schools.
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Table 4.6:

Data from parent responses on their experience of primary schools

Primary Schools
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Parents had
positive experiences
of primary school,
particularly Year 6.
(10/10)

1. Learning centre
parents were less
enthusiastic about
inclusion in
mainstream classes.
(3/10)

1. Parents were happy
with the education and
opportunities offered in
primary school – they
credited success to the
relationship between
school and home.

2. Parents
highlighted the
importance of
communication –
they raised this as an
important issue.
(8/10)

2. Students
working in openplan classes were
raised as a
problem. (2/10)

3. Goodwill of
teachers was seen as
a significant factor in
their children’s
success. (10/10)

3. Parents felt
concerns were
ignored about
child’s needs in
early years of
schooling. (2/10)

1. Parents wanted
information about
their child’s progress
across a range of areas
– generally fine in
primary – could be a
problem in secondary
school.
2. Parents had definite
views about inclusion
– benefits included
working with good
role models – could be
a problem in
secondary school –
special ed.
units/limited inclusion
3. Primary schools
worked at including
students – secondary
schools need to do the
same.

2. Parents felt
empowered and were
willing advocates for
their children.

3. The structure of
secondary schools
makes it difficult for
students and parents to
build relationships with
teachers – this may
emerge as an issue for
families.

Teachers

The role played by teachers in providing appropriate learning and transition experiences was
highly valued, with all parents expressing satisfaction and high regard for the teachers
working with their children. They also expressed confidence in the special education
coordinators they had met during the transition programs. Parents spoke about primary school
teachers in the following terms:
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“I don’t think I have ever met a teacher who is so passionate and who cares so
deeply about her children.” (Margaret)

“His teacher has really got to know him and really, really, understands him,
which has been a great benefit to him.” (Lee)

“I have faith in the teachers and I believe that they are doing everything they
can to help the children.” (Anna)

Parents spoke about the importance of communication and the role that teachers play in
ensuring clear and timely information is passed on to parents as required. Parents also spoke
of the quality of relationship between the teacher and parent as also being an important factor
when working with students with intellectual disabilities. They discussed communication and
relationships with teachers in the following terms:

“Okay, for me as a parent it’s been the support. Well just knowing that he can
come here and knowing he is safe and just having someone to talk to.”
(Ainslie)

“I can’t really fault anything that [Mrs. W] has done for him and me or for any
of the children …. I think that, you know, what they do and what they offer
the children is wonderful.” (Mandy)

“The teachers have done so much for her and they have kept me informed
about everything from how she’s going with friends to how her reading groups
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are going. They have sent me the reports and everything and they have been
really good.” (Anna)

“The teachers have been fantastic to me and my child. They are just like
friends and nothing is ever too much trouble.” (Felicity)

Table 4.7 outlines the issues raised by parents when speaking about their child’s primary
school teachers.

Table 4.7:

Data from parent responses on primary school teachers

Teachers
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Parents believe
teachers are critical to
their child’s success
and feel they
supported transition
very well. (7/10)
2. Parents have faith
in the primary
teachers looking after
their children. (8/10)

1. Parents stated they
had formed
relationships with
teachers that
bordered on
dependency. (2/10)
2. Parents saw
individual teachers
being responsible for
success of inclusion
and transition not
necessarily the
school. (2/10)
3. Variance in effort
primary teachers
made in preparation
for transition to
secondary school –
more details required
by parents. (3/10)

1. Unrealistic
expectations of
secondary schools and
secondary teachers.

1. Supportive
teachers and
smaller school
community will be
difficult to replace.

2. Structure of
primary school makes
it easy to access
teachers and principal
– access in secondary
school may be more
limited.
3. Heavy reliance on
primary school
teachers for smooth
transition. Reliance on
teachers for tutoring,
advocacy and support
after students leave.

2. Parents need to
build relationships
with teachers in
secondary schools.

3. Difficulties with
teachers who did not
understand their
child’s needs or their
disability. (8/10)

3. Parents might
need to lower
expectations of
what secondary
schools can provide
for children as they
might not match
primary schools.
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Inclusion Opportunities

Parents were positive about the inclusion opportunities provided for their children. In
mainstream classes, parents expected that their children were included fully in the life of the
class and the school and their expectations were generally met. Parents of students in the
learning centre were less enthusiastic about inclusion in mainstream classes as they believed
that their children benefited more from the education offered in the centre. For parents with
children in mainstream classes, the opportunity for their children to be fully included meant
that they had access to an education that catered for their social, emotional and academic
needs. Parents spoke about inclusion in the following terms:

“I think he has been included really well and they do care for his needs. They
have helped him through a lot of social skills and academic skills and helped
him come to a place where he is good.” (Mary)

“I think it is really important for him to be in mainstream to not feel like he is
different. He knows that he learns different to others but he doesn’t perceive
that he has a learning disability.” (Margaret)

“He’s with people who he can learn from, like, by example. I think the reason
he has done so well is that he has watched and learned from other kids.”
(Wanda)
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“I am happy with the way the school is involving her in the class group. I am
happy with the way the class structure is and the way they are working with
her in the classroom.” (Anna)

Parents of students in the learning centre felt that the model used in their school made their
children feel uncomfortable in mainstream classes. Parents expressed the following views
about this issue:

“I suppose I’m a bit worried that he could get targeted or picked on in that
kind of environment because a lot of children with, you know, problems and
disabilities are targets and they are weak and they will get picked on a lot in
mainstream.” (Mandy)

“I think the other kids in the mainstream class need to be more understanding
about kids with disabilities and that’s why they are there and when they go
back into the normal class, you know, they need support.” (Sue)

“Well from Kinder to Year 2 he was in mainstream, which was fine, but then
the gap widened, he was just sitting there confused and upset. So I think he is
better off in the unit.” (Ainslie)

Table 4.8 outlines the views of parents on the inclusion opportunities offered in primary
school.
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Table 4.8:

Data from parents on inclusion in primary school

Inclusion Opportunities
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Parents saw
significant benefit for
children being
included in
mainstream classes.
(8/10)

1. Parents of students
in learning centre
expressed concerns
about value of
mainstream
experience. (2/10)

1. Parents saw
positives and
negatives to having
children working in
inclusive settings.

2. Parents identified
important benefits in
children working and
socialising with
children without
disabilities. (6/10)

2. Open-plan
classrooms were seen
as being detrimental to
learning for students
with disabilities.
(3/10)

3. Parents were
concerned about
bullying – their child
being bullied or
witnessing bullying.
(8/10)

3. Social networks and
their child feeling left
out resulted in parents
feeling worried about
this and the effects on
learning. (2/10)

1. Students have had
a lot of support in
primary schools and
secondary schools
may struggle to
provide support at
similar levels.
2. Concern
expressed about
amount and timing
of homework –
cause of anxiety for
children and families
and they are not sure
secondary schools
will understand.
3. The size of
secondary schools
was an area of
concern – parents
worried children
could get lost and be
late for class.

2. Parents were
anxious about the
next step in their
child’s education –
secondary schools
need to
communicate with
parents.
3. Parents of
students in the
learning centre were
less focused on an
academic approach
– focused on life
beyond school.

Transition Programs

Parents reported that they were both happy with and grateful for the transition programs
developed by secondary schools. They felt that their children had been well prepared and that
the programs allowed them to gain an appreciation of what life would be like as secondary
school students. Parents were happy with the contact that they had with secondary schools
and they had confidence in the special education coordinators they were working with in
preparation for their child’s transition. Parents made the following comments about the
transition programs:
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“He loves it, absolutely loves it. They learn about how to read their timetable
and move around the school, how big the school is and where the facilities
are.” (Mary)

“The transition program has been great and I’m so glad they run it. She has
been going on Tuesday afternoons with the whole of Year 6 where she
experienced Cooking for three weeks and Woodwork for three weeks. So she
has seen the fun side of secondary school as well.” (Felicity)

“The parents of the 13 boys that are doing the transition meet today. There is
another day where he has a bus buddy to help him get to and from school.
They have included everything from travel to knowing where everything is in
the school.” (Lee)

“They have a very good transition program and they have done a lot of work
to help the special needs students settle in.” (Wanda)

While parents were appreciative of the work done in transition programs, they did have some
suggestions as to how the transition from primary to secondary school could be improved.
They suggested beginning transition earlier, their children spending longer periods in the
secondary school and providing students with more information about the purpose of the
program and what is expected of them. The following comments were made on this issue:

144

“You need to start transition sooner. Transition for high school should start in
Year 5. For children with special needs it needs to start on day one of Year 5.”
(Margaret)

“Some more visits across and more time spent talking to her teachers would
have helped.” (Sue)

“For me the transition this year could have been a little better. There was a
hiccup because one of the teachers wasn’t well. It would have been better if
they had someone that could have done her job and they could have started the
program when it was supposed to start instead of moving it to later.” (Anna)

“Explaining things to kids, I think that with my son, he needs everything
explained. It’s really important that they have someone to listen to them and
that they have good explanations.” (Wanda)

Table 4.9 details the experiences of parents of the transition programs offered.
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Table 4.9:

Data from parents on transition programs

Transition Programs
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Parents agreed
transition programs
were helpful and
they made the move
to secondary school
smoother. (10/10)

1. Parents believed
transition programs
should have begun
sooner and been of
longer duration.
(2/10)

1. Parents had
unanswered questions
e.g. are there safe
places for children
when they are feeling
overwhelmed or under
stress? What social
support will be in
place?

2. Parents had
confidence in
secondary staff
involved in
transition programs
– they felt they had
been kept informed
of programs at each
stage. (9/10)

2. Transition
program for students
moving to the
special school was
short, however,
enrolment process
included a transition
phase. (3/10)

3. Transition
programs made
children feel more
confident about the
move to secondary
school. (8/10)

3. Parent networks
were formed as a
way of parents
supporting each
other. (3/10)

2. Change of special
ed. coordinator at a
secondary school –
added anxiety for
parents as
relationships had been
established and no
replacement had been
announced at time of
interview.
3. Parents were
anxious children
would be isolated –
one school addressed
this by providing
older mentors.

1. Transition programs
were helpful in
orienting students and
gaining information
on how secondary
schools support
children. Challenge
for secondary schools
is to maintain positive
relationships.
2. Transition programs
provided a broad
range of opportunities
– including
developing
organisational skills,
navigating the campus
and travel training.
Parents were positive
about the programs.
3. Parents were aware
of the benefits of
transition programs
and there was a belief
among parents that all
students would benefit
from similar
programs.

Secondary School

Parents were excited and nervous about the prospect of their children moving to secondary
school. The parents who had children moving to mainstream secondary schools were
apprehensive about a range of issues, particularly how their children would cope with
homework, bullying, finding their way around the school and general organisational skills
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required. Parents of students moving to the special school seemed more at ease as they felt
that their children were moving into a smaller and more-specialised environment. Typical
comments included:

“I think it’s terrifying. You and I both know that it is a much bigger
environment. It is going to be a lot less personal. Yeah, I am very scared.”
(Margaret)

“I have high expectations and I hope they meet my expectations. I am hoping I
won’t have to get outside help, like I have had to here (primary school), like
with tutoring and stuff.” (Lee)

“I think that she will be able to learn and grow, learn and grow in her own
time. I feel that if she was to go to another school that she would be peer
pressured and I feel that she won’t get that here. In a normal school, I don’t
see her going through to Year 12, but here I do.” (Sue)

“Let me get through the first week, let the first week be gone, and then I will
be fine. That’s all really. Everything has got to happen and we have just got to
take it a day at a time and just deal with things as they go and that’s all we can
do.” (Anna)

Parents made a number of recommendations to assist with the transition of their children into
their new environments. Typical comments included:
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“Listen to parents because they know their kids best and be flexible and
understanding of the kids’ needs. Have just that little bit of flexibility.”
(Felicity)

“Just accept him as he is even though he is a bit different. Every child is
different whether they have special needs or they are a normal child, every
child is different and every child has different needs. I just want him to reach
the potential he can.” (Wanda)

“My expectations are that they include him in every aspect of every subject,
excursions, with the other boys, socially, basically I expect him to be included
in everything.” (Mary)

Table 4.10 outlines the expectations parents have of secondary school.
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Table 4.10:

Data from parents on expectations of secondary school

Secondary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Parents feel
nervous about
children
commencing
secondary school.
(8/10)

1. Varying
expectations of
secondary schools –
full inclusion to
opportunities for
children to work in
smaller groups.
2. Parents expected
the level of care
provided would be
equal to primary
schools (2/10). Other
parents expected
greater opportunities
for developing
independence. (4/10)
3. Parents who chose
to send their children
to the special school
were more relaxed
about their child
commencing high
school than other
parents interviewed.
(3/10)

1. Students could take
time to adjust to new
environment and
different expectations
in secondary school –
parents were
concerned about this.
2. Parents need time
to adjust – there will
be impact on the
family with changing
expectations:
homework
organisation,
friendships, different
teachers.
3. Parents of students
at the special school
might question
decision as
opportunities offered
in mainstream will be
different to those in
the special school.

1. Parents feel they
have chosen a school
that best meets their
child’s needs. Schools
tried to provide
appropriate
orientation.
2. Parents were
anxious and this may
flow on to children.
Schools need to be
aware that parents will
find this a very
stressful period.

2. Parents
recognised that
there were
challenges for their
children and that
there may be
repercussions for
families. (7/10)
3. Parents believe
schools they had
chosen were
schools that best
suited their
children’s needs.
(10/10)

4.3.4

3. Communication re:
homework, work
expectations,
behaviour, assessment
and extracurricular
opportunities –
essential for openness
and transparency.

Teacher Profiles

Nine primary school teachers took part in the study and were generous with their time and
their expertise. Of the nine teachers, two teachers held executive roles, two teachers worked
in job share roles and one teacher worked full time in a special education unit. The other
teachers were generalist teachers working with their Year 6 classes on a permanent full-time
basis. The teachers were all experienced, with four teachers having over twenty years’
teaching experience, four teachers having over ten years’ teaching experience and one teacher
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having five years’ teaching experience. Each of the teachers had worked with students with
intellectual disabilities throughout their careers and they all stated that they were committed
to the inclusion of all students into mainstream classes.

All of the teachers involved were female and each of them had developed positive
relationships with both students and families. The teachers advocated for students with
disabilities in their schools and they had chosen to have students with disabilities in their
classes. They also had a reasonable understanding of what inclusion meant for the students
and for the school and, as such, they had worked to structure inclusive learning environments
for their students.

The teachers discussed the difficulties experienced in working with secondary schools to
ensure a smooth transition for their students. While they were appreciative of the transition
programs that were in place, they believed that much more could be achieved through
collaboration between primary and secondary schools to share knowledge and expertise. The
teachers also believed that transition should begin much earlier and that secondary teachers
would gain a greater understanding of students by spending time in primary classrooms. They
highlighted the benefits of professional development for teachers in this area, as they believed
that many teachers had little understanding of disability and had been provided with limited
opportunities to gain an understanding of this area.

4.3.5

Teacher Interviews

The nine teachers gave permission for the researcher to visit their classrooms to undertake
observations and they agreed to take part in semi-structured interviews lasting from sixty to
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ninety minutes. The interviews covered a range of areas from the inclusion opportunities
offered to students through to their relationships with parents and students and transition of
their students to secondary school. The interviews focused on four key areas:



Understanding of inclusion



Inclusion opportunities



Transition programs



Secondary school support.

Teachers spoke about their approach to inclusion in their classrooms and their words were
reflected in their classroom practice. The approach outlined by teachers was supported in
interviews with students, parents and school principals who confirmed the work done by
teachers on a daily basis. The teachers gave feedback about the opportunities and challenges
they experienced in their work and they provided valuable observations on the work being
undertaken by secondary schools in catering for students with intellectual disabilities.

Understanding of Inclusion

The teachers spoke of inclusion in terms of providing students with the opportunity and
support to work in a mainstream environment. They discussed the availability of specialist
support where required and they also spoke of the importance of involving parents in
decisions regarding placement. Typical responses to the question ‘What is your
understanding of the term inclusion?’ were as follows:

151

“… enabling students to have access to the same opportunities as others,
access to education or being able to feel comfortable in the environment or
feeling accepted … so creating that acceptance.” (Mary)

“… giving children the opportunity to participate in mainstream school, but
also giving them the opportunity to receive specialised attention to meet their
needs.” (Therese)

“Providing students with opportunities for learning at their own level in a
mainstream classroom.” (Joanne)

“They can all be in the same space, but achieve at their own level and be
happy and safe at school. It’s about catering for individual needs.” (Maree)

The teachers involved in the learning centre and those attached to the school that housed the
centre had slightly different ideas about inclusion and how it might be approached. They
spoke about a more-limited form of inclusion that provided students with time in the learning
centre and afternoon sessions in mainstream classes. They discussed inclusion in the
following terms:

“To be able to participate in a mainstream class in all areas that they can.”
(Kate)
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“It means you are not excluding kids with special needs or separating them
from everybody else. They are included in every aspect of mainstream school
that they can be.” (Terri)

Table 4.11 provides further insights into how teachers working in mainstream schools
understand inclusion.
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Table 4.11:

Data from primary teachers on their understanding of inclusion

Understanding of Inclusion
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. All teachers
understood inclusion
to mean time
students spent in
mainstream classes.
(9/9)

1. There was little
focus on how students
with disabilities felt in
an inclusive
environment – one
teacher emphasised the
need for students to
feel comfortable and
accepted. (1/9)
2. Teachers in the
school with the
learning centre did not
see inclusion as only
happening in
mainstream classes –
they believed students
in the centre were
being included through
playground activities
and sport. (2/9)
3. There was a sense
from teachers that if
students were in the
same learning spaces
as mainstream peers
they were being
included. (3/10)

1. Lack of
understanding of
how best to include
students in
meaningful ways at
the school level.

1. Teachers
interviewed felt
passionate about
inclusion of students
with disabilities –
there were a variety
of views as to how
this should happen.

2. Teachers
advocating for more
inclusive
environments were
struggling for
support among
colleagues who had
different views.

2. Range of views on
how to provide
support for students
with disabilities in
mainstream schools –
this is resulting in
differing
expectations and
inconsistent
provision of services.

3. Lack of clarity
about level of
support required and
how best to include
students in the life
of the school –
social inclusion was
the focus for some
and academic
inclusion was the
goal for others.

3. Teachers working
with students placed
in classes for part of
each day felt less
attachment or
responsibility for
students than
teachers with
students in classes all
day.

2. Teachers spoke of
the need to provide
students with the
support to succeed
in a mainstream
environment. (7/9)

3. Teachers
emphasised the need
for students with
disabilities to be
able to access all
opportunities that
their peers were able
to access. (6/9)

Inclusion Opportunities

Teachers spoke of the time and effort they put into ensuring that appropriate inclusion
opportunities were provided for the students in their classes. They discussed student
154

involvement in peer tutoring, structured social groups, having access to the full range of
academic, sporting and extracurricular opportunities, and the provision of in-class support.
Teachers believed that they were doing the best they could with the resources available and
that their schools were broadly supportive and appreciative of the significance of celebrating
difference. Teachers expressed their views in the following ways:

“They get the opportunity for peer tutoring because they have that freedom
and they can go and work with any member of the class. Our environment is
not as structured and I think that caters for the needs of all students.” (Jenny)

“I think we try to be completely inclusive by including students in every
aspect of the school.” (Penny)

“I would think quite honestly we try to do it right from Kindergarten up to
Year 6 and I would think it is a strength in this school.” (Carol)

“Apart from differentiation of the curriculum that teachers have in place in
their classrooms, we also have support from teacher’s aides. We have supports
set up in classrooms such as peer tutoring; it depends on the level of need as to
what level of support is in place.” (Joanne)

Teachers with the learning centre on their campus had different views regarding the inclusion
opportunities offered. They believed that students in the centre did not always feel included
and that inclusion opportunities had to be carefully thought through. One teacher spoke of
establishing a buddy system that she believed was effective in providing support in the
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classroom as well as the playground. The teacher, who worked in the centre, spoke of the
need to remind teachers of the importance of providing appropriate inclusion experiences for
students while they were in mainstream classes. Comments included:

“They don’t feel they are part of the grade, part of the class, and they are very
close to the other children in the learning centre, so their whole network, their
social network is part of the learning centre.” (Kate)

“I think we try to be completely inclusive but the nature of teachers and
classes is that we are not always as inclusive as I would like it to be, but I
think we aim really high. I think we need to remind people of the importance
of it (inclusion) and expect a little more accountability from classroom
teachers for what they are doing.” (Terri)

Table 4.12 provides further insights into how teachers experience the inclusion opportunities
offered in their schools.
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Table 4.12:

Data from primary teachers on inclusion opportunities provided

Inclusion Opportunities
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Teachers
believed they were
working hard to
offer the best
opportunities they
could with the
resources they had.
(7/9)

Teachers working in
open learning
environments
believed a number
of students working
on a variety of tasks
minimised feelings
of being different.
(3/9)

1. Communication
regarding students with
disabilities is positive
and regular in some
schools – it is less
effective in other
schools. Teachers
believe a positive
approach is critical for
inclusion to succeed.

2. Teachers
believed greater
opportunities for
building inclusive
classrooms would
be possible if
support was
increased. (6/9)

2. There were
varying
expectations of
students by
teachers, with
expectations
ranging from
inclusion in all
academic and social
programs through to
designing individual
‘life skills’
programs.
3. Commitment of
whole staff was
recognised as being
important, yet it was
only raised by two
teachers. (2/9)

2. Extra workload in
having students with
disabilities in a class
and the lack of support
was discussed –
teachers stated that
greater support could
improve student
outcomes.

1. A number of
teachers interviewed
did not feel
supported in their
schools – this issue
needs to be
addressed,
particularly with
regard to
communication and
resourcing.
2. Positive
communication with
parents was
identified as
important for
successful inclusion
and transition.

3. Teachers
identified the
importance of
involving parents in
decisions about
inclusion and how
best to meet their
children’s needs.
(6/9)

3. Consistency of
approach and quality of
education between
grades is an important
consideration. Teachers
interviewed were
passionate about
including students with
disabilities, however,
not all staff in their
schools shared their
passion.

3. The school with
the learning centre
provides a resource
to the school and the
system. However,
there was reluctance
on the part of class
teachers to take
responsibility for
students as this was
seen as the
responsibility of
learning centre staff.
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Transition Programs

Teachers stated that the transition programs introduced by secondary schools provided
students with a very good introduction to their new school. They also believed that the
interaction between primary teachers and the special education coordinators from the
participating secondary schools was positive. The primary teachers identified a number of
advantages in students taking part in such programs, including having knowledge of the new
campus and how the school operates, having a relationship with support staff before the new
school year begins and the ways in which parents were included in the process. Primary
teachers spoke about transition programs in the following ways:

“The transition program settles them down and answers a lot of those really
silly unanswered questions about high school and it’s a chance to talk about
their fears and anxieties.” (Maree)

“I think the transition program has been fantastic. We have had students spend
time at the high school and the staff that visited seemed really keen to get to
know the children.” (Mary)

“Our students have a transition program where students go and become
familiar with the school, become familiar with diary keeping and all of those
things in high school that are different to primary.” (Joanne)

“The high school actually sat down and put a program together. They have a
rationale, a purpose and a format. They (students) go and visit the school over
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a certain number of weeks and there is a set of criteria to assist with transition
to high school.” (Penny)

While the teachers acknowledged the value of secondary transition programs, they believed
that they also did much to prepare their students for secondary school. They stated that closer
cooperation between primary and secondary schools would further benefit students, as the
sharing of information and opportunities for regular communication would assist with
transition. Typical comments included:

“I would like the secondary teachers to come and visit our school, visit our
space and see what we do in there, because they don’t show any interest at all
in what we are doing. They don’t care.” (Judith)

“At the beginning of Year 6 we thought, ‘what sort of skills do we want our
children to go to high school with? What work habits? What personal traits
…’ and these are the things we focused on.” (Joanne)

“We are trying to develop resilience in the students before they get to high
school. We have also modified content and I worry they won’t do that in high
school.” (Carol)

Table 4.13 outlines the responses of primary teachers to the transition programs provided for
their students.
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Table 4.13:

Data from primary teachers on transition programs

Transition Programs
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Primary teachers
prepared students by
organising classroom
structures, changing
the way work was
presented and having
different teachers
teach different
subjects. (6/9)
2. Teachers valued
transition programs
and the
communication
initiated by
secondary schools
regarding students
with disabilities.
(9/9)
3. Teachers
identified benefit in
primary and
secondary teachers
working closely to
design transition
programs. (6/9)

1. Differing opinions on
quality of transition
programs, particularly
whether secondary
schools would be able
to sustain appropriate
levels of support. (3/9)

1. Primary teachers
believed there would
be benefit from
closer cooperation
between primary and
secondary schools.

2. Recognition of the
need for secondary
special education
coordinators to work
with primary schools.
This was seen as critical
to the success of
programs. (3/9)

2. Concern that
students with
disabilities would be
subjected to bullying
or ridicule by
students in
secondary school.

1. Transition
programs developed
by secondary
schools were
successful in
providing students
with support and an
experience of
secondary school.
2. Primary schools
were attempting to
support transition by
building skills and
resilience to assist
students to cope in
new environments.

3. ‘Us and them’
mentality was identified
as inhibiting
cooperation and
ongoing support for
students with
disabilities. (3/9)

3. While transition
programs were
positive in the short
term, they may be
less effective in the
medium term. It was
not clear how much
support would be
available after
students had settled
in.

3. Teachers were
aware of the role
parents play in
transition and the
importance of
positive relationships
with parents. There
is a need to provide
support for parents
during what could be
a difficult period.

Secondary School Support

Teachers expressed concern about the structure of secondary school and how students with
intellectual disabilities would cope in a less flexible environment. There was a sense that
secondary schools were becoming more open to working with primary schools, and teachers
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stated that they were meeting with secondary teachers to assist with transition programs.
While teachers discussed closer collaboration, there was also a perception that secondary
schools did not really understand the way primary schools operate. Primary teachers
identified benefits in secondary teachers spending time in primary classrooms. Primary
teachers expressed their views in the following ways:

“I would change a lot about the way that high schools are set up. I think they
are very regimented, they focus on traditional ways of learning, having said
that, there are a lot of very good teachers in high schools. I just think they need
to focus more on making connections between the curriculum and student
learning.” (Maree)

“I would love to see high school teachers come and see what we do in primary
school and recognise that we are not sending them kids who don’t have any
prior knowledge. What these kids do could blow away some high school
teachers but they don’t come and find out what we are doing.” (Penny)

“I think high schools need to be a bit more open to understanding what these
kids’ needs are and not just placing them all in one disabilities basket. You
know, just be a little bit open, take a little bit of time to talk to the kids, to talk
to the parents, not just see them as those kids with disabilities that we don’t
have enough funding for and who are going to be a problem.” (Terri)

Primary teachers did recognise the work that secondary schools were doing in transition and
they did speak of having positive relationships with secondary teachers, particularly special
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education staff. There was also acknowledgement that primary school teachers did not always
understand how secondary schools operated and they saw benefit in sharing their knowledge
and expertise with their secondary colleagues. Primary teachers spoke of the advantages of
having a middle school program that would allow for a smoother transition from primary to
secondary school. The following comments expressed many of the views put forward by
primary teachers:

“Not only did the kids go to visit the high school once a week but the high
school staff came here and went through the student’s environment and I
really liked that. I thought that was such a nice way to start and they got to
meet the staff they would be working with.” (Mary)

“I think some sort of program for at least the first half of Year 7. There are
enough adjustments without taking on the whole high school load straight
away. Maybe a program that allows students to get an idea of the different
subjects and with fewer teachers to cope with.” (Judith)

“I think it would be nice to have some sort of middle school program where it
is not so faculty orientated so that you actually have all of the different
faculties working together in a more cross curricular way. Perhaps they could
even move primary teachers into the early secondary years.” (Therese)

Table 4.14 outlines the responses of primary teachers to the support provided by secondary
schools.
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Table 4.14:

Data from primary teachers on secondary school support

Secondary School Support
Areas of
Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. There were
benefits to
students in having
a program in
place to settle into
secondary school
– middle school
model was given
as a positive
initiative. (5/9)
2. Concern was
expressed about
the secondary
timetable and the
requirements
placed on
students to move
around the school
so much in first
year. (6/9)
3. Teachers
believe secondary
staff would
benefit from
visiting primary
schools. They saw
closer
collaboration as
beneficial for
both parties. (5/9)

1. Concern expressed
that external exams
are a major focus in
secondary schools –
students need support
in this area. (2/9)

1. There is great
expertise in both
primary and secondary
schools – primary
teachers were
concerned that their
input was not valued or
welcomed.

1. Teachers are
proud of work they
do with students and
are concerned that
students may not
receive sufficient
support in secondary
school.

2. Funding was raised
as an issue by one
school as they
believed support for
students moving from
class to class would be
difficult and require
significant resources.
(1/9)

There was a belief
among primary teachers
that secondary schools
have misguided views
about primary schools –
much richness is lost
through lack of
communication and
collaboration.

2. The structure of
secondary school
may affect the
development of
positive relationships
between teachers,
students and
families.

3. Concern expressed
about communication
between faculties and
how the needs of
students would be met
if communication was
poor. (2/9)

3. Importance of
supportive friendship
groups was discussed,
even if groups needed
to be constructed by
staff. Concern that
students would be
socially isolated in
secondary school with
fewer supports in place.

3. Special education
coordinators in
secondary schools
are very important in
the transition process
– consistency and
stability in this role
is important for
students and parents.

4.3.6

Principal Profiles

Four primary school principals took part in the study and supported the research in their
schools. The principals were all male and all experienced administrators, with each having at
least ten years of experience as school leaders. Three of the principals had led at least one
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other school and they all had experience with students with disabilities. The principals
provided support for students with intellectual disabilities in their schools, ranging from inclass support, professional development programs for staff and the provision of opportunities
for students to be included in a range of in-school and extracurricular activities as part of their
programs.

The principals all spoke of, and exhibited, a commitment to inclusion and this was evident in
the programs developed for students and the manner in which they actively supported staff
working in this area. The principals also recognised the importance of working with parents
and they had committed to regular communication with parents.

4.3.7

Principal Interviews

The principals took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from one to two hours. They
also made themselves available to provide introductions to teachers and parents and to
explain the research that was being undertaken and the role of the researcher. The interviews
focused on four key areas:



Understanding of inclusion



Inclusion opportunities



Transition programs



Secondary school support.

Each of the principals discussed their relationships with students and parents. They also
outlined the support that had been allocated by the Catholic Education Office (CEO), in order
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to provide the resources and personnel required for effective special education support in
their schools. The principals spoke of their responsibility to support students with disabilities
and their families and they stated that students with disabilities contributed to the life of their
schools.

Understanding of Inclusion

Each of the principals articulated a view of what they understood inclusion to mean and they
provided examples of inclusion at work in their schools. Their focus was on the practical
aspects of including students with intellectual disabilities and how it manifested itself in
classrooms. The principals also discussed students in their schools who presented with
learning needs but did not qualify for funding and the issues this created for school staff and
parents as the schools did their best with limited resources. Principals spoke about inclusion
in the following terms:

“Inclusion means including students with disabilities in mainstream classes. It
can be for the whole day or part of the day depending on the needs of the
students. As we have no support unit at our school, all students work in
mainstream classes, with students with disabilities receiving in-class support
and some extra assistance in small groups.” (Paul)

“I understand inclusion as being the creation of an environment where every
individual, no matter what their abilities, is welcomed into the school
environment. Every person has an equal right to be involved in the school
community regardless of their disability.” (David)
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“Well it’s about who you value … it’s a place where people regardless of
differences are valued and can live and learn together.” (Keith)

Table 4.15 provides an insight into the understanding that primary principals in the study
have of inclusion.

Table 4.15:

Data from primary principals on their understanding of inclusion

Understanding of Inclusion
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Principals
understood
inclusion to mean
full participation in
the life of school.
(4/4)

1. One principal spoke of
creating an environment
where each student can
reach their full potential.
(1/4)

1. Principals
discussed problems
in including
students with
disabilities –
mainly related to
lack of resources.

2. Principals saw
inclusion as having
a social justice
dimension – they
identified inclusion
as a right not a
privilege. (4/4)

2. One principal spoke of
the difficulties in
providing an inclusive
setting – resource issues,
behaviour problems and
staffing issues. (1/4)

3. Principals
recognised that
inclusion programs
must be structured
to meet needs of
individuals, not
simply meet the
needs of funding
formulas. (4/4)

3. One principal stated
that he viewed inclusion
as being appropriate for
students with mild
intellectual disabilities
and physical disabilities,
while stating that other
students needed more
specialised support. (1/4)

2. Inclusion takes
on a practical
dimension and
even when
principals are
committed to the
philosophy it can
be seen as another
problem that needs
managing.
3. There was a
sense of frustration
expressed by
principals – as
convincing staff of
the need to make
appropriate
adjustments was an
ongoing battle.

1. Principals were
open to including
students – they were
also concerned about
having adequate
resources to meet the
needs of their
schools in this area.
2. Principals were
not sure how to
include students
effectively – they
were often reliant on
advice from central
office or special
education staff.

3. The need for
adequate resourcing
was a strong theme
to emerge – there
was a sense that
principals did not
feel schools were
sufficiently
resourced.
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Inclusion Opportunities

The principals stated that they felt they were providing reasonable opportunities for students
with intellectual disabilities in each of their schools. They also stated that they had been
successful in involving students with intellectual disabilities in most aspects of school life.
The principals in schools that provided fully inclusive environments took the view that there
was little opportunity for exclusion in their schools. They discussed social inclusion as being
a priority and they spoke of the important role that staff played in ensuring that all students
felt a sense of belonging and took practical steps to build social connections for students who
were isolated. The following comments were indicative of responses:

“We try to make the experiences of students with disabilities at our school the
same as for everyone else. We are not preparing kids for life, this is life. At
our school all students are going to be valued, all students are going to be
respected and they are all going to achieve.” (Paul)

“I think that there is a sense that people really do their best for the students in
their care. There is willingness on the part of staff to make adjustments and to
organise meetings so that kids really can achieve their best.” (Keith)

“I think we are getting better at meeting student needs. We have a number of
funded students and they get assistance. We have other students who fall
outside of the funding range and it really is the responsibility of the classroom
teacher to meet their needs.” (Carl)
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Table 4.16 provides an insight into the inclusion opportunities that principals are providing in
their schools.
Table 4.16:

Data from primary principals on inclusion opportunities provided

Inclusion Opportunities
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. Principals stated
that, where possible,
students with
disabilities were
included in the same
way as other students.
(3/4)

1. One school had a
learning centre – and
students were only
included in
mainstream classes
in afternoon sessions.
(1/4)

1. Level of support
from the system was an
issue –therapy services
were identified as an
area of need, as was
greater in-class support.

2. Principals stated
that there was an
inclusive culture in
their schools and that
all students were
treated appropriately
and received an
education that met
their needs. (4/4)

2. The issue of
teacher quality was
raised – concern
expressed about
capacity of teachers
to cope with classes
with students with a
diverse range of
learning needs. (1/4)

3. Principals
recognised schools
were not perfect and
more could be done to
support students with
disabilities, however,
they believed their
schools were moving
in the right direction.
(3/4)

3. One principal was
concerned about
funding – saw
success of inclusion
linked to special
education funding
received. (1/4)

2. Principals stated that
parents could be
problematic if they felt
schools were not
meeting their child’s
needs. This further
highlighted the need for
communication
between school and
home.
3. Lack of awareness by
principals that coping
with difference in
student ability was
crucial to inclusion. A
principal spoke of
teachers wanting a rule
book on how to manage
students with
disabilities.

Researcher
Reflections
1. The researcher
was not convinced
that principals saw
any real need to
enhance
opportunities –
there was a sense
that enrolling
students with
disabilities equated
to inclusion.
2. Principals linked
enhanced
opportunities for
students with the
provision of extra
support.

3. The researcher
believes principals
were sympathetic
to needs of students
with disabilities –
they found it a
complex area and
in some cases they
were not sure how
best to cater for
these students.
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Transition Programs

The principals saw transition as the domain of the secondary schools and were satisfied with
the programs offered. They saw transition programs as demystifying secondary schools for
students and they believed that the programs provided parents with the opportunity to gain an
insight into secondary education and the support that would be available to their child. The
primary principals saw the transition programs as being beneficial; however, they did not feel
they could comment on their effectiveness as they seldom saw the results. When asked to
comment on the benefits, principals agreed that as a preparation for secondary school both
students and parents were very happy with the programs that were offered. Principals
responded to questions about transition programs in the following ways:

“The only feedback I have had has been positive. I think it is relatively
successful, however, I don’t really feel qualified to comment as we don’t have
much contact with students after they leave primary school and there is little
contact with high schools regarding this process.” (Paul)

“We liaise with the high schools and we have our students visit the high
school for between 5–6 visits. This is all done through the learning support
coordinator at the high school who works with our learning support
coordinator to make sure they have a reasonable idea of where things are and
who they will be working with next year.” (David)

“The high schools conduct excellent programs and I suppose part of the
support is that the high schools always do contact us. I sit with the
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coordinators and go through the needs of the various students with special
needs moving from our school into their programs.” (Carl)

Table 4.17 provides an insight into the opinions of primary principals involved in the study
on the effectiveness of transition programs.
Table 4.17:

Data from primary principals on transition programs

Transition

Programs

Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher Reflections

1. Principals were
positive about the
transition programs
offered and believed
students benefited
from programs. (4/4)

1. Two principals
indicated that their
schools were actively
involved in transition
programs while the
others had little to do
with transition. It
seemed dependent on
the secondary schools
involved. (2/4)
2. One principal
suggested benefit in
primary and secondary
schools planning
transition programs
together – this may
provide opportunities
to share information
and meet needs of
students from the
beginning of the
process. (1/4)
3. Principal stated that
secondary schools
could provide more
support to students and
could communicate
more with primary
schools. (1/4)

1. Concern that
while transition
programs were a
good introduction to
secondary school the
same support may
not be in place after
students have settled
into the school.

1. Transition programs
have only been in place for
a few years and they seem
to have been an initiative
of secondary schools.
Primary schools need to be
more proactive and work
with secondary schools in
this area.

2. There was little
collaboration
between primary
and secondary
schools and, more
importantly, transfer
of information was
not guaranteed.

2. Concern that transition
programs are dependent on
the current special
education coordinators in
secondary schools – this
should be a system
initiative and part of
enrolment for all students
with disabilities.

3. Little feedback to
primary schools on
success of transition
programs. Also little
communication
between primary
and secondary
schools throughout
Year 6.

3. Transition process
should begin much earlier
and involve parents at a
much earlier stage. There
may be benefit in
principals and special
education coordinators
meeting parents to discuss
transition possibilities.

2. Principals agreed
programs provided
opportunities for
students to build
confidence, meet
teachers and
familiarise themselves
with the secondary
school environment.
(4/4)

3. Principals stated
that transition
programs were helpful
in orienting parents to
secondary school and
building trust and
confidence between
parents and secondary
staff. (3/4)
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Secondary School Support

Principals were generally positive about the role that secondary schools played in the
transition process and they were satisfied with the level of cooperation that existed between
primary and secondary schools. There was, however, a sense that secondary schools did not
really understand primary school education and were not aware of the many advances that
had been made, particularly with project-based learning and the use of technology. Each of
the principals was interested in having secondary school staff visit their schools and spend
time in classrooms to gain a sense of how the primary class operates. Typical comments
included:

“Probably the only thing they could improve on would be actually coming into
the classrooms where the children are being taught and just seeing the style of
teaching that the students are receiving. I believe that would be a great bonus
not just for the funded students and the transition kids but for all kids.” (Carl)

“They could come and observe the students in the primary setting much more
than they do. They could get a much better idea of what a primary school is
like for a child with a disability. The secondary teachers don’t do much
observation of the child in the classroom setting.” (Paul)

“Secondary schools could provide more support to students when they are
transitioning and they could communicate more with the primary school.”
(David)
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Table 4.18 provides an insight into the understanding that primary principals involved in the
study have of the relationships that exist between primary and secondary schools.

Table 4.18:

Data from primary principals on relationships with secondary schools

Secondary School Support
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Benefit in
secondary school
staff visiting
primary schools to
gain an
understanding of
primary education.
(4/4)

1. There was
resentment regarding
the lack of
communication before,
during and after,
transition programs.
(1/4)

1. Relationships
between primary and
secondary principals
were good; however,
this did not translate to
effective relationships
between teachers.

2. Sense that
secondary schools
did not value the
work of primary
schools – and that
secondary
education is the
beginning of the
education process.
(3/4)

2. One principal spoke
of the excellent
contribution made by
the special education
department of a
secondary school in the
study. He was
impressed with the
efforts made to involve
parents in transition.
(1/4)

3. Principals
acknowledged
improved
relationships with
secondary schools
– there is now an
openness to work
with primary
schools. (4/4)

3. One principal was
disappointed at the lack
of contact between
primary and secondary
school. He stated that
contact was not made
until the last eight
weeks of school year.
(1/4)

2. The close
relationships primary
schools have with
families allow issues to
be addressed quickly.
This could be an issue
in secondary schools as
the special education
coordinator is working
with larger groups of
teachers, across
faculties.
3. Primary principals
discussed structure of
secondary schools as a
possible barrier to
successful inclusion –
students may become
lost in the system.

1. Lack of
understanding and
appreciation
between primary
and secondary
schools – closer
communication
would be beneficial
to both parties.
2. More consistent
approach to
transition would
benefit all students
– there are a variety
of transition
programs in place
and each has its
own emphasis.

3. Secondary
schools should
consider transition
programs for all
Year 7 students as
there are benefits in
structuring
effective entry
programs.
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4.4

Findings from Phase One Observations and Interviews

This section summarises the major findings from the observations and interviews conducted
in the first phase of the study. The findings are organised to address the issues of ‘inclusion
opportunities’ and ‘transition experiences’, as the findings strongly inform the answers to the
focus questions that have guided this study.

4.4.1

Students

The inclusion opportunities provided for students in mainstream classes were rich and
arranged in such a way that the individual needs of students were catered for. Teachers were
sensitive in their approach and in the way they grouped students, providing peer mentors,
arranging social opportunities and providing appropriate in-class support. A key to successful
inclusion of students was the quality of relationships that developed between teachers and
students. There were also high levels of trust between students and teachers, allowing
students to take risks and to move out of their comfort zones in a variety of areas. The
situation in the school with the learning centre was significantly different, with inclusion
opportunities varying markedly to those available to students from other schools in the study.

Students indicated that the transition programs they were involved with had been successful
in providing them with an orientation to their new school and opportunities to meet the
teachers they would be working with. The secondary special education coordinators worked
with students to begin to establish relationships and gain their confidence. The programs gave
students a taste of secondary school life and addressed the issues of major concern through
practical activities. The special education coordinators visited the primary schools and met
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students, outlining the transition process, describing the secondary school and allaying fears
by correcting misconceptions about the schools. Students indicated high levels of satisfaction
with the transition process and they felt optimistic about commencing at their new school.

4.2.2

Parents

Parents stated that there were benefits to having their children working in mainstream classes
with peers of their own age. They were also conscious of their children being treated well and
having the same opportunities as other children in their classes. While parents were positive
in the main about the inclusion opportunities offered, a number of them expressed concern
about the suitability of open-plan learning for their children, the lack of friends that their
children had and issues of bullying. Parents had thought deeply about their child’s placement
and, while there were issues of concern at times, they were generally satisfied with the
inclusion opportunities available.

Parents were pleased with the transition programs that had been put in place to support their
children’s move to secondary school. They were also impressed with the level of contact that
they had with the new schools and with the teachers they had met in the transition programs.
Parents believed that the programs gave their children confidence in moving into a new
environment and this seemed to be a relief to parents. They stated that the programs provided
a mix of activities to build confidence in children and gave them the support necessary to
make a successful beginning in their new schools. A number of parents would have preferred
a longer transition program that began much earlier and provided more opportunities for
parents to meet staff and to ask questions that had concerned them.
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4.4.3

Teachers

Teachers involved in the study stated that they were working hard to provide the best
opportunities that they could for their students in their classes with the resources available.
They had structured their activities to enable students to be included in all aspects of the
academic and social programs in place in their classes. They did this with the support of
parents. They also discussed the importance of involving parents in decisions about how best
to meet their children’s needs as they moved from primary to secondary school. The teacher
responsible for the learning centre stated that teachers in mainstream classes in her school
abrogated their responsibilities as they saw special education being the domain of the staff
from the learning centre. She also expressed the view that class teachers perceived they were
being put under stress by including students with intellectual disabilities in their classes for
part of each day.

The teachers believed they had a responsibility to prepare students to cope with their entry
into secondary school. They reorganised class timetables, changed teaching loads to have
students experience a variety of teachers, made greater use of diaries and tried to give all
students a sense of what secondary school would be like. The teachers all spoke of the value
of the transition programs and the communication initiated by secondary schools about the
students they were receiving. The teachers also discussed the value of primary and secondary
teachers working more closely in the design and implementation of transition programs in the
future. Teachers stated that primary schools were trying to support secondary schools by
introducing transition plans and transition activities into the primary classroom.
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4.4.4

Principals

The primary school principals were generally pleased with the steps their schools had taken
to provide inclusive environments. They stated that, in most cases, students with disabilities
were included in the same ways as other students in their schools. The principals all
recognised that their settings were not ideal as there were issues of space, resourcing and
culture that needed to be addressed. They did state, however, that they believed there was
openness by staff to provide opportunities for all students to be involved in the life of their
schools.

Principals spoke positively about the transition programs offered by secondary schools. They
also believed that their students benefited greatly from these programs. They discussed the
importance of involving parents in the transition process and they stated that they were
committed to working with parents in all aspects of their children’s education. Principals
indicated that they would appreciate more feedback from secondary schools regarding the
progress that students were making in their first year and any improvements that could be
made in primary schools to facilitate a smoother transition.

4.5

Addressing the Research Questions

Research question 1 seeks to answer a question about the ways in which students with
intellectual disabilities transferring from primary school experience this transition. The
findings in this chapter strongly indicate that students were satisfied with their transition
programs and that they felt welcomed and accepted during their visits to their secondary
school. Students reported that they had visited their high schools and had spent time getting
to know the teachers and other students they would be working with. While students felt
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excited, they also stated that they were very nervous. Issues such as moving to a larger
school, getting lost, being bullied, coping with the challenges of following a timetable,
meeting new friends and organising homework were already beginning to cause them
concern. Nevertheless, the observations and interviews indicated that, at this stage of the
study, the students were feeling positive about their move to secondary school.

Research question 2 attempted to identify the major issues that students face during the
transition process and how students, families and schools address these issues. Three domains
were identified – the physical, the social and the academic – and the issues faced by students
in each of the domains were studied. In this first phase of the study, the physical domain
caused few problems for most students as they indicated that they were happy in their
primary school classes. The students who experienced difficulties in this domain were
students with an ASD, with two students requiring quiet spaces where they could escape the
noise and over-stimulation in the classroom and playground.

The social domain had been well structured, with teachers assisting students with social
groups and organising support from other students. The students in the study stated that they
had lots of friends; however, teachers and parents indicated that a lack of friends was an area
of concern. The academic domain was a constant struggle for all students in the study as they
were aware of their learning issues and they were becoming increasingly more aware of
appearing different. In some cases, students did not want in-class support and they were more
comfortable being part of a withdrawal group receiving support. Teachers made
accommodations for students by using different strategies, modifying tasks and assessments
and negotiating homework with students and parents.
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Research question 3 investigated factors that contribute to successful transitions for students
with intellectual disabilities. The findings from the data provide direction in this area as they
highlight the importance of consultation with parents, the need for cooperation between
teachers from primary and secondary schools and the need to begin transition planning early
in Year 6. In this first phase of the study the role that parents play during transition was
continually emphasised. The other important issue to be identified was the importance of
student voice in decisions about educational placements. It is clear that students and their
parents believe that the voice of the children should be heard regarding decisions about
transition and education.

4.6

Chapter Summary

Chapter Four outlined and discussed the findings of the first stage of the study. Data from
students, parents, teachers and school principals were analysed in an effort to gain insights
into the inclusion and transition experiences of students as they moved from primary to
secondary school. The research reviewed data in terms of the common themes to emerge,
differences in the findings, emerging issues and reflections on the data presented. The next
chapter will explore the results from the second phase of the investigation and will more fully
address the focus questions on which this study is based.
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CHAPTER FIVE
PHASE TWO FINDINGS

5.1

Introduction

The following chapter presents the findings of the second stage of the study, exploring the
experiences of the ten students as they entered more fully into their transition programs. The
chapter reports on the progress of the students after leaving primary school and commencing
their first year of secondary school, detailing their successes and challenges. The data were
gathered from semi-structured interviews and informal observations in the first semester of
Year 7.

The interviews provided students with opportunities to reflect on their transition to secondary
school and to offer insights into how they experienced the various aspects of this transition.
Parents, teachers and school principals were again included in the study to provide context
and meaning to the responses of students and to create a clearer picture of the ways in which
students coped with this period of change in their lives.

5.2

Phase Two Interviews

The students transitioned to one of three mainstream schools and a special school for their
secondary education. The three students who commenced at the special school, Jenny, Brian
and Paul, settled into their new environment quickly and stated that they were happy with
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their new school. The boys who attended the single-sex mainstream school, John and
Andrew, discussed the opportunities provided at their new school, highlighting the farm and
the variety of sports offered as positive benefits. The students attending the two coeducational mainstream schools, Jimmy, Carly, Annie, Janet and Bobby, all stated that they
had settled into their new schools and were adjusting to new routines and a much larger
student population.

5.2.1

Student Interviews

The students took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from twenty to forty minutes
depending on the students’ interest and their ability to comprehend the questions posed. The
interviews focused on five key areas:



Teachers



Friendship issues



Subject preferences



Primary school experience



Secondary school experience.

The students answered questions about their experiences of transition and offered insights
into the problems they encountered and the aspects of school they were enjoying. The student
responses provided the researcher with the opportunity to explore their experiences and to
compare them with the perceptions of parents and teachers.
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Teachers

The students stated that they were happy with their teachers and found them helpful and easy
to work with. They spoke of teachers providing extra help and assisting them with their work
outside of regular class time. Students mentioned the special needs staff as being particularly
helpful and they discussed the support they received, stating that they were the staff who
would seek them out to talk to them. The students identified the attributes of a good teacher,
describing them as the teachers who “explain things differently” and who “believe in the
students”. Students stated that they preferred the teachers who “didn’t yell”.

Typical

comments about teachers included:

“The teachers, well they all give me extra help … yeah.” (Bobby, 13)

“I like the teachers because they are all nice to me and they’re cool.” (Jenny,
13)

“Yeah, the special needs teachers, they do a really good job. Like you can just
go up there, they will talk to you, they will listen.” (John, 12)

“We watch movies and that and we read books and Miss will talk to us about
what the book means and how it relates to our life. Yeah, she’s cool.”
(Andrew, 13)
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“Um … I think they are like nice and kind and they like just, if someone
doesn’t get it, they will understand and help them to understand it properly.”
(Janet, 13)

Students also spoke about the teachers they found difficult to get along with because they
“get angry at kids” or they “don’t explain stuff”. The teachers that students found most
difficult to work with were those who showed little patience and would “get grumpy” if
students asked for help. Students described these experiences in the following ways:

“One day a teacher showed us around the school and then she said OK here’s
your class just go, go, go. We just stood looking at our diary timetable and she
didn’t help much.” (Carly, 12)

“Some of my teachers are mean, like my Math’s teacher. But I don’t like
Math’s much anyway …. There are some mean teachers but high school is
more fun.” (Annie, 12)

“Some teachers don’t explain it at all. They just tell you to read it and figure it
out yourself.” (Andrew, 13)

Table 5.1 further explores how students perceive their relationships with their teachers.
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Table 5.1:

Data from student responses on relationships with teachers

Teachers
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Good teachers
helped students –
when teachers
helped, students
felt they were
being taken care of.
(7/10)

1. Learning was
difficult when
teachers did not
explain things
properly – students
felt upset and they
began to lack
confidence. (2/10)

1. Students were happy
with teachers who made
work fun and related
learning to real life.

1. Students
responded well to
teachers who took
a personal interest
in them and wanted
to get to know
them – importance
of relationships
cannot be
overstated.
2. Students valued
extra support –
mostly from special
education team –
they saw the
special education
area as a ‘safe
place’.
3. Students who
developed positive
relationships with
teachers were
enjoying school,
however, workload
and stress levels
needed to be
managed.

2. The teachers
students enjoyed
working with were
those who made
learning fun and
explained things
well. (8/10)

2. One student found
teachers difficult to
deal with – the student
was disorganised and
considered that
teachers were being
too hard on him.
(1/10)
3. Students reacted 3. One student was
strongly when
going through a
speaking about
difficult time and she
teachers who yelled stated she would
or became angry – rather be back in
they stated that it
primary school. (1/10)
made learning
difficult as they
were afraid to ask
questions. (6/10)

2. Students were
concerned about Math’s
– they found it difficult
and it was affecting their
confidence.

3. Students coped best
with predictability – they
became confused when
expectations changed.

Friendship Issues

Students stated that they were happy, as they had made lots of new friends in secondary
school. They also said that they continued to maintain friendships from primary school. It
appeared that most students were happy with the friends they had made and felt comfortable
making new friends. Typical comments from students included:
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“I have got some old friends from my primary school but most of them are
from other schools.” (Carly, 12)

“I’ve got three friends from my old school here and I’ve got heaps of other
friends.” (Jenny, 13)

“I’ve got heaps more friends here. More than at the other school.” (Brian, 13)

“And, like, I’ve got more friends. I mix well with everyone.” (Annie, 12)

While most students spoke enthusiastically about new friends, two of the boys were more
reserved about friends and spoke of making a “few” new friends and “growing out of old
friends”. One boy also spoke about bullying and the concern that this was causing him.
Comments on this issue included:

“Um I just get bullied around here. Yeah I’m getting bullied by nearly every
grade.” (Bobby, 13)

“Some of the Year 10s and 12s are not really good blokes and they start to
push you around a bit.” (John, 12)

Table 5.2 details the responses of students to questions about friendships.
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Table 5.2:

Data from student responses on friendship issues

Friendship Issues
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Two students
indicated that they
were having
difficulty making
friends – they were
shy and they found
this was a barrier to
making new
friends. (2/10)
2. Students
2. A number of
perceived that it was boys were unsure
easier to make new
of the status of
friends in secondary primary school
school – students felt friendships – the
they could make a
boys assumed that
fresh start. (7/10)
these friendships
still existed. (3/10)

1. It was difficult for
some students to name
their friends and in
those cases they named
other students in the
study. Assistance was
still required in this
area.

1. Students were
relieved that they had
made friends in
secondary school as
this was a major area
of concern for them.

2. Bullying was an
issue for some students
and, as a result, they
withdrew from
relationships.
Intervention was
required in one case.

3. Friendship was
valued by all
students. They saw
making new friends
as an important
marker of success in
secondary school.
(10/10)

3. Some students were
withdrawing from
primary school
friendships, as it
appeared they did not
want a close connection
with their past friends.

2. A number of
students were
limiting their social
connections to
students with
disabilities – it is
anticipated that
broader social
opportunities will be
made available in the
future.
3. Students in the
special school may
have had limited
access to friends who
did not have
disabilities – more
opportunities were
needed to provide
social interaction.

1. Students stated
that it had been easy
to make new friends
and they still have
primary school
friends. (8/10)

3. Girls spoke of
making lots of new
friends – on the
bus, in classes and
during sport. (2/10)

Subject Preferences

Students indicated a preference for practical subjects such as Art, Cooking, Technology and
Music. Mathematics was the least-favoured subject and students also mentioned Science as
causing them problems. All of the students in mainstream schools mentioned homework as a
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problem and they made reference to the amount and the complexity of the work that they
were taking home to complete. Typical comments included:

“I don’t like Science much because some of the stuff I don’t understand but
the experiments are fine.” (Carly, 12)

“Favourite subjects … probably still Art … not Math’s, I hate Math’s.”
(Annie, 12)

“I like Technology and Art … they’re more hands on.” (Andrew, 13)

“I get a bit stressed with homework and assessments. I can really stress about
assessments and getting to Math’s on time.” (Jimmy, 12)

“I like Science, Music, Art and Religion. I am doing well at Religion.” (Janet,
12)

Students enrolled in the special school had a much different approach to this question and
they tended to focus only on the positive aspects of school. They also gauged subjects on
whether they liked the teacher or not. Typical comments included:

“I like Music because me and my friend Taylah were talking about making a
band and we can play instruments and sing.” (Jenny, 13)

“I like Art and Science and Technology with Mrs. Kennedy.” (Brian, 13)
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“I like sport because you get to play basketball and tip and rugby league and
stuff like that.” (Paul, 12)

Table 5.3 outlines the response of students to questions regarding subjects in secondary
school and the ways in which they were managing their work.
Table 5.3:

Data from student responses on subject preferences

Subject Preferences
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Variance

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Students
overwhelmingly
preferred practical
subjects such as Art,
Food Tech. and
Woodwork. (10/10)

1. One student
stated that they
were performing
well in Science and
Religion – this was
against the trend.
(1/10)
2. Assessment
tasks were an issue
for one student
who stated that
they caused stress.
(1/10)

1. Students related well
to teachers who were
nurturing and treated
them well – possibility of
disengagement from
learning if students felt
they were not achieving.
2. Math’s was already an
issue for most students as
they did not understand
concepts and the content
was often too complex.
Schools may need to
review their approach in
this area.
3. Selecting teachers with
interest or expertise in
special education could
minimise problems for
students with disabilities.

1. Flexibility in tasks
and assessment
methods is required
if students are to be
successfully
included in all
subjects.
2. The special
education
coordinator has a
critical role in the
management of
subjects, workloads
and communication.

2. Students did not
enjoy Math’s – with
most listing this as
their least-favourite
subject. (9/10)

3. Homework was
an issue – even with
special education
coordinators
scheduling
homework tasks.
(7/10)

3. Students cited
scary teachers as
reasons for not
enjoying subjects.
(2/10)

3. Homework is an
issue that will
continue to cause
stress for students
and families – need
to negotiate
homework schedules
with families.
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Primary School

Students spoke of enjoying their time at primary school. They also discussed working in a
smaller environment, of knowing all of the teachers and of having friends in different years.
Students compared secondary and primary school, highlighting less homework, not getting
lost and not getting mixed up with the timetable as positive aspects of primary school. The
students described their experiences of primary school in the following terms:

“In primary school, like the whole school knew me, every teacher every
student, except some of the kindergartens, but yeah, people still know me at
that school.” (John, 12)

“I just miss the people there, they were nice.” (Bobby, 13)

“Some of the teachers and the environment … you don’t get as much lost, like
here you get lost a lot.” (Carly, 12)

“I miss my teachers because they were always there for me.” (Jenny, 13)

Table 5.4 more fully explores student responses to the questions posed on their experience of
primary school.
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Table 5.4:

Data from student responses on primary school

Primary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Student missed
teachers and friends
and still had not
established the trust
and security felt in
primary school. (8/10)

1. Students did not
miss anything about
primary school –
they were very
happy to be in
secondary school.
(2/10)

1. Students left
primary school
excited about being
in secondary school
and they felt their
primary schools had
prepared them well
for the transition.

2. When asked which
school they preferred
the majority of students
nominated secondary
school – they
recognised it was time
to move on. (8/10)

2. A student spoke
about enjoying
having a regular
classroom after
attending a school
with an open
learning
environment. (1/10)

1. Students believed
they were well known
at primary school and
some students were
suffering from a lack
of recognition – in a
bigger environment it
is hard to be
recognised.
2. Students spoke of
the need to ‘fit in’ to
secondary school and
the importance of
“trying to be normal”.

3. The sense of
belonging at primary
school and knowing
how the school
operated contrasted
with their secondary
school, which they saw
as bigger, busier and
less personal. (7/10)

3. A student stated
that primary school
could have prepared
them better for the
increase in workload
by increasing
expectations. (1/10)

3. Primary schools
tried hard to prepare
students for
secondary school by
working on
organisational skills
and building
confidence in
students.

2. Students enjoyed
primary school, as
they felt that they
had built close and
trusting relationships.
They also felt a sense
of belonging and this
may be more difficult
to replicate in
secondary school.
3. Closer connections
between primary and
secondary schools
could result in more
effective transitions
for students.

Secondary School

Students stated that they were happy with their introduction to secondary school and listed
new friends, the variety of subjects available and the opportunity to work with a number of
different teachers as highlights. They made particular mention of the secondary environment
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and the way teachers allowed them to take responsibility for their own learning. Typical
comments included:

“The best things about being in high school are you have more friends, you
meet new people, you have more teachers than normal and that’s really it.”
(Carly, 12)

“I think being more relaxed, making new friends, meeting new teachers and
joining fun activities.” (Jimmy, 12)

“I like how everything is different and you have more fun in high school and
everything.” (Annie, 12)

“We get to change classes, like in the middle session we go to Food Tech. and
then to Music.” (Jenny, 13)

“You don’t have to sit around in one classroom anymore; you get to go to six
different classes with six different teachers.” (Bobby, 13)

While students were positive about secondary school, there remained areas that they did not
enjoy or that they felt were difficult. A number of the boys mentioned bullying as an issue.
Homework was also reported as an area of concern as were the ‘harder’ subjects, particularly
Mathematics which was raised on a number of occasions as an area of difficulty. The students
spoke of the difficulties of secondary school in the following terms:
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Bullying, hmm … well we muck around a lot but it’s actually quite serious. I
went close to getting into a fight. Really close! (John, 12)

“The worst thing is hard work.” (Brian, 13)

“Math’s is hard and you get like a lot of homework. Yeah and sometimes with
Math’s like, you can get it, but like you might go over it and just forget it.”
(Janet, 12)

“Sometimes you get masses of homework and you just can’t do it.” (Andrew,
13)

Table 5.5 provides further insights from students into their transition to secondary school.
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Table 5.5:

Data from student responses on transitioning to secondary school

Secondary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Students spoke
about making new
friends and having
more friends than in
primary school.
(10/10)

1. A student found
she was excelling in
some subjects and
was enjoying the
challenge of
secondary school.
(1/10)
2. Specific mention
was made of
bullying and this was
highlighted as an
area of concern.
(2/10)

1. Workload was an
emerging issue.
Students referred to
hard subjects, problems
keeping up and
homework.

3. Students made
mention of
difficulties they were
having in particular
subjects – they also
discussed homework
difficulties and the
problems this was
causing. (2/10)

3. Students did not like
being identified as
special – partly because
of the location of
special education areas
and the obvious extra
support provided.

1. The students felt
they were allowed
greater independence
in secondary school
and all students were
positive about this
aspect of school life.
2. Students were
aware that
adjustments were
being made to their
work and they found
it helpful but they
were self-conscious
about how in-class
support might be
viewed by peers.
3. Students were
enjoying the larger
school environment
and felt that because
of the size of the
school they were less
likely to be seen as
‘special’.

2. The opportunity
to try new subjects
was appreciated by
students. (7/10)

3. Students stated
that they enjoyed
secondary school
and given the choice
would rather be in
secondary school
than primary school.
(7/10)

5.2.2

2. Finding their way
around school still
presented problems for
most students –
pressure of getting to
classes on time and
reading timetable
caused stress.

Parent Interviews

The parent participants also took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from sixty to
ninety minutes. Parents were asked a range of questions focusing on their child’s entry into
secondary school. Issues such as the transition process, their initial impressions of secondary
school and the educational and social opportunities provided for their children were all
discussed. Parents spoke openly about their concerns and the way these concerns were
addressed. They also discussed the relationships that had been developed with schools and
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the opportunities provided for regular communication. The interviews focused on five key
areas:



Their child’s experiences



Secondary school



Successes



Challenges



Teachers.

The parents were cooperative and open in their views and stated that they were satisfied with
most aspects of their child’s placement in the early stages of secondary school. Parents
discussed the issues that caused their children concern and how these matters had been
addressed by the school. They also described how their children had settled into their new
environment and the level of support that had been offered.

Student experiences

Parents stated that they were generally pleased with the way their children had made the
transition to secondary school. While they related stories of their children being nervous
about starting, they described the move as having been successful, adding that their children
enjoyed most aspects of their new school. Parents spoke about their children having made
new friends, the positive ways their children coped with secondary school, the opportunities
provided and the improvements they had noted in their children, including improved selfesteem and their capacity to communicate more effectively. The sense gained from parents
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was that their children had settled into their new schools and they were feeling positive and
optimistic about the future. Typical comments from parents included:

“He has settled in more or less the first week. Just very settled, happy, he has
fitted right in.” (Mary)

“Wonderful, he is doing very well. I am very impressed with the way he has
fitted in and he has come a long way. I think he was a little bit worried
himself, a little bit nervous with the move and so was I, but he has settled in
very well.” (Wanda)

“She is just so settled and has friends. She has got loads of new friends that
she didn’t have at her last school, including the few that she did. So yeah she
has settled amazingly well.” (Felicity)

“At first there was a bit of adjustment because of organisational stuff like the
timetable and everything but she seems to have that down pat now.” (Anna)

“Everything has been great. The transition program was just wonderful. That
made the little fellow so much more confident and I thought it put him well
ahead of the other kids who only got a one day orientation.” (Margaret)

While parents stated that they were happy with the transition from primary to secondary
school, they did identify areas where their children had experienced difficulty. The areas of
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concern centred on coping with the workload, issues of bullying and, in one case, problems
getting their child to school. Parents spoke about these issues in the following terms:

“He has had some problems with organisation. Trying to get himself organised
– organisational skills, he just doesn’t have them.” (Lee)

“The hard work started and he kind of slacked off a bit. He went through a lot
of stages where he would say he was sick and he needed to be home with me.”
(Wanda)

“We’ve had a few hiccups but we have sorted through those with the help of
the pastoral care coordinator and the principal. It’s friendship groups, I mean
young girls, you know some of them can be quite nasty.” (Anna)

“Transition wise, fine … um … there has been a few hiccups. He enjoys going
to school and we have no trouble getting him there, it’s just getting him to
understand the assessment tasks.” (Lee)

Table 5.6 provides an insight into the perceptions of parents on how their children were
coping with secondary school.
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Table 5.6:

Data from parents on their children as secondary students

Students
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections

1. Parents spoke of
increased confidence
and in some cases
improved selfesteem in their
children. (7/10)

1. Parents of
students attending
the special school
discussed teachers
knowing children by
name and this
generated a feeling
of welcome. (3/10)
2. A parent
highlighted the
importance of
working with
teachers and teachers
working with
parents. (1/10)

1. Communication
between staff and parents
was identified as being
critical – this has been a
significant factor in terms
of parent satisfaction –
can this level of contact
be sustained?
2. Bullying was
mentioned by three
parents and alluded to by
other parents. Schools
must be vigilant in this
area.

3. Parents indicated
strong satisfaction
with secondary
school and they
mentioned the
quality of teachers as
a significant issue.
(2/10)

3. There is the possibility
that parents may
associate poor progress
with poor teaching.
Sensitivity may be
needed when discussing
student progress with
parents.

1. Parents
generally believed
that their children
had made a
positive start and
schools had worked
hard to meet their
needs.
2. Parents saw the
transition programs
as being successful
as they provided
them with a degree
of confidence in
the school their
child was
attending.
3. Parents will need
to advocate on their
child’s behalf in
school matters as
well as provide
ongoing support.

2. Children had
made friends in high
school – more
friends than in
primary school.
(6/10)

3. Parents stated that
their children were
coping well with
secondary school
and they attributed a
positive beginning to
the work of the
special education
coordinators. (10/10)

Secondary School

Parents spoke positively about the secondary schools their children were attending and they
commended both principals and staff on the opportunities that their children had been
afforded and the level of support provided. They stated that their children have been given
special consideration with regard to assessment tasks, homework and in-class support.
Parents described transition programs in positive terms and stated that the programs gave
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children the confidence required to make a good start to their secondary education. Issues
raised by parents included cooperation between primary and secondary schools, the quality of
relationships with teachers and the flexibility demonstrated by schools in accommodating
their child’s particular needs. Parent comments included:

“She enjoys coming, she hates having a day off and yeah … she loves the
support of the teachers.” (Anna)

“He really likes it. He is doing really well. He is in the lowest classes for all
his subjects but he is getting the support he needs. He loves it. He loves going
to school.” (Mary)

“He is really comfortable now, going off and saying things, putting his hand
up. I think the program here has been amazing. I already know that they have
changed the program for next year, so I sit back and say, yep it’s there, they
keep evaluating. How good is that, that is very proactive.” (Margaret)

“Any area where something maybe goes wrong or you think I’ll just email that
teacher concerned and we always get a really lovely reply and they’re very
accommodating.” (Felicity)

The success of transitions has been a result of the support provided to students and parents.
The areas of concern raised by parents included friendship issues, bullying and the stress of
dealing with different teachers in different classrooms. Parents indicated that they had been
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pleased with the level of support and cooperation provided by schools and they made the
following comments:

“They have given him the opportunity to go and see the year advisor or the
counsellor when he feels he is not coping. There have been times when he has
gone to them and utilised that area of need.” (Wanda)

“The school has organised Year 11s helping him out on the bus, for example.
You know, because you get a few bullies on the bus and he has got one or two
Year 11s that stand up for him.” (Lee)

“The pastoral care coordinator rang me and said that he had heard about a
(bullying) situation. I spoke to the principal because I wanted to find out what
was going on and what they were doing … she went to the counsellor. She
has now finished these sessions and that was very helpful and we all worked
together and I think that was very important.” (Anna)

Table 5.7 outlines the responses of parents to their children’s experiences of commencing
secondary school.
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Table 5.7:

Data from parents on their experiences of secondary school

Secondary School
Areas of Similarity

Areas of
Difference

Emerging Issues

1. Parents spoke
encouragingly about
the first semester,
stating that schools
had provided their
children with a
positive start.
(10/10)

1. Parents indicated
that schools made
counselling support
available to
students who were
experiencing
difficulties. (3/10)

1. One of the special
education coordinators
had left a school and
there was anxiety
about getting to know
the new coordinator.

2. Parents were
happy with their
choice of school and
believed they had
made the correct
decision with
placement. (10/10)

2. Parents
mentioned
communication as
an issue – while
staff were
available, it was up
to the parents to
take the initiative.
(3/10)
3. All children were 3. The parents of
receiving extra
students at the
support and parents special school had
believed that schools different
were doing their
expectations as
best to meet their
their focus was on
child’s needs. (8/10) their child being
safe, good pastoral
care and
developing
appropriate living
skills. (3/10)

Researcher
Reflections

1. Parents were
grateful for the
pastoral support being
provided by schools
and they hoped that
they would maintain
their commitment to
ensuring a supportive
environment for their
children.
2. Schools provided
2. Schools were
the support required to making
ensure a successful
accommodations with
transition. The
homework,
question is whether
assessment tasks and
schools are able to
workload and this was
sustain this level of
taking stress off
support?
students and families.
3. Homework and
problems with
organisation were
beginning to surface
and these issues need
ongoing monitoring to
ensure students do not
become overwhelmed.

3. While in some
cases students had
been labeled as having
‘special needs’,
parents were happy
with the level of
support this provided
and were anticipating
that this support
would continue.

Successes

The successes identified by parents all centred on their children’s growing independence and
their ability to cope with the demands of a new environment. Parents were particularly happy
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with the new skills their children were developing and the positive attitudes that they held
toward secondary school. They identified the ways that children were participating in the life
of their school, the progress they were making academically and the friendships they had
formed as areas that they were pleased with. Parents discussed their children’s successes in
the following ways:

“Janet has coped amazingly and I do believe the transition program was a big
part of that. The first day she walked in, she walked into a place that she was
already familiar with, a teacher she was already familiar with … and
academically she has blossomed.” (Felicity)

“He has settled in more or less the first week. Just very settled, happy, he has
fitted right in.” (Ainslie)

“I think the way things went was pretty smooth. Like, I don’t think anything
could have been different, or I don’t know, there is nothing I can sort of say,
oh maybe this should have been done or maybe that should have been done,
because everything has worked out wonderfully.” (Mandy)

“Everything is pretty good, I am happy with the school and I have
recommended it to everyone.” (Joanne)

“He seems a lot more independent than in Year 6. I think he is trying to deal
with things, without, you know, asking for help all of the time.” (Wanda)
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Table 5.8 details parent responses to questions on what they see as the successes in their
children’s transitions to secondary school.

Table 5.8:

Data from parents on successes in secondary school

Successes
Areas of Similarity
1. Opportunities to
meet and communicate
with teachers seen as a
positive aspect of the
move from primary to
secondary school.
(8/10)

Areas of Difference

1. A parent found
that their child had
blossomed as she
was working in a
structure that better
suited her needs and
she was responding
well to the
predictability of a
regular timetable and
designated periods.
(1/10)
2. The way children
2. Parents mentioned
fitted into the
children had
secondary school
experienced
environment was seen
difficulties and had
as a positive by parents. approached either
(10/10)
the counsellor or
special education
coordinator. In each
case their issues had
been addressed.
(2/10)
3. Parents discussed the 3. Parents indicated
growing independence that they were happy
they had observed in
with the transition
their children. They
process, however,
stated that children
they would have
were now taking more
liked more
responsibility for
involvement at a
getting themselves
much earlier stage.
organised for school
(3/10)
and managing school
work. (6/10)

Emerging Issues
1. In some cases
parents indicated that
their children were
coping with transition
better than they were.
This may have been
because parents
needed a period of
adjustment to gain
confidence and to let
their children enjoy
their independence.
2. Parents were
beginning to realise
that their child’s
disability would result
in a widening gap
between the progress
their child made and
the progress made by
their peers.

3. Parents needed to be
aware that children
could become stressed
and anxious as the
year progressed. They
also needed to know
that they were key
people in providing or
finding the support
required in difficult
times.

Researcher
Reflections
1. Parents appeared
delighted in the
main with the way
the year had started
and they were
pleasantly surprised
by the way their
children had coped.

2. Parents indicated
that the quality of
pastoral care in each
of the schools had
been excellent and
they identified this
as a critical factor in
the success of
transition programs.

3. Parents seemed to
be impressed with
the level of
communication,
feeling that their
children were being
listened to and they
had opportunities to
raise issues and
provide feedback.
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Challenges

The challenges parents had observed and experienced fell into three categories: friendships,
school work and bullying. The issues identified were highlighted as areas of concern and they
each provided challenges for parents. Parents spoke about the challenges in the following
terms:

“The main thing was how he organised his program; yeah there could have
been some work done on his organisational skills when he first got there. He
always got red stamps in his diary for not having his equipment, not having his
books and all that kind of stuff.” (Mary)

“The homework was a big issue for me cause I work right, so you have got to
have the extra time to, you know, extra time to do the homework. I’ve got to
make sure that Annie gets my help while I still make time for the other kids.”
(Joanne)

“They were mostly friendship issues. I sort of feel that Carly was like this little
tadpole in a big ocean and she sort of wanted to be someone else and someone
important and she got a bit lost on the way. She tried to change herself and it
backfired and it didn’t work out the way that she thought it would and she got
quite upset.” (Anna)

“One of the problems is him not understanding his behaviour, like the
consequences of his behaviour. Like he will say he is being picked on but
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when you analyse the situation, he is actually being picked on for something
he has done. That’s getting him into a bit of trouble when he is thinking he is
being bullied where he could actually stop that himself.” (Wanda)

Table 5.9 provides an insight into what parents understood as the challenges their children
were experiencing as they commenced secondary school.
Table 5.9:

Data from parents on the challenges of secondary school

Challenges
Researcher
Reflections
1. Homework was a 1. Parents found it
1. Parents discussed
1. Parents were aware
big issue for parents, difficult to keep their
the capacity of their
that, while secondary
despite schools
children focused and
children to organise
school had started
making
to help them organise
themselves and they
well, children would
accommodations to
themselves each night stated that this was an encounter difficult
support students in
for school. (4/10)
area that they
situations and there
this area. (7/10)
believed would
would be a need to
become more difficult support them at these
to manage.
times.
2. Bullying was an
2. Parents discussed
2. Parents discussed
2. Parents were aware
issue of concern for school avoidance as a the capacity of
that they needed to be
parents and this was problem, stating that
schools to support
proactive in working
particularly the case this may have been
students socially as an with pastoral care and
for parents of boys.
stress related, with
area of concern. They special education
(5/10)
friendship issues and
indicated that this had coordinators to
anxiety offered as
been an issue that had monitor progress.
possible reasons.
already caused them
(2/10)
anxiety.
3. Parents discussed 3. A number of parents 3. The issue of
3. Parents recognised
the need to speak to stated that their
resilience was raised
that their children
their children about children were still
and parents identified were growing and
appropriate social
trying to find their
this as an area of
changing and that
behaviours. They
place in their schools. need, particularly
they would need to
also discussed
This was particularly
when children
provide them with
situations where
the case in social
experienced failure in space to grow and
their children may
situations. (5/10)
social and academic
develop in their own
have been causing
settings.
way.
problems for
themselves. (5/10)
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues
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Teachers

The consensus on the part of parents was that the teachers working with their children were
doing a reasonable job. Parents spoke of accessibility of staff and the willingness on the part
of staff to help whenever possible. The relationships between parents and teachers were
described as positive and parents indicated that each of the schools was making an effort to
provide an open and welcoming environment. Parents described their relationships with
teachers in the following terms:

“She has a great set of teachers, she has teachers who understand her. We have
just had parent teacher interviews, so obviously I have met a lot of them for
the first time, but every single teacher said that she stays on task, she is
focused and you know she does her best.” (Felicity)

“I just like the way they are with him and the way they just make him feel
welcome. You know, every morning when I drop him off, it was good
morning, how are you? It’s the way they interact with the children, it’s
marvellous.” (Mandy)

“I think they have reassured her in her school work and they are there to say
to her, you know, we are here if you need anything. Especially when we went
through counselling and that difficult time, they all knew that Carly was
unsettled and they all sort of looked out for her in a way.” (Anna)
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“She talks constantly about the teachers. They are very supportive. I think that
they are very good with the kids.” (Sue)

Table 5.10 details the responses of parents when asked about the teachers that were working
with their children in secondary school.
Table 5.10:

Data from parents on secondary school teachers

Teachers
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. Parents spoke
highly of teachers
and indicated that
they felt teachers
worked hard to
support their
children. (10/10)

1. Parents in the
special school spoke
about the quality of
relationships between
teachers and students.
They stated that staff
knew all children by
name and they, as
parents, felt welcomed
as part of the school
community. (3/10)
2. A parent
highlighted the
importance of parents
making an effort to
work with teachers
and they emphasised
that relationships must
be two way. (1/10)

1. Parents were aware
that, as the year
progressed, the
pressure on teachers
would increase. They
were concerned that
teachers would not be
as accessible and this
could hinder progress.

2. Parents stated that
teachers were
accessible and they
showed a
willingness to
support children in
areas affecting their
progress and
welfare. (7/10)
3. Parents attributed
a lot of the good
work being done
with their children
to the efforts of the
special education
staff and pastoral
care coordinators.
(5/10)

3. The expectations of
parents varied
significantly – some
parents had high
expectations of
pastoral support for
the family. (3/10)

2. An issue that
emerged was the
matter of shared
responsibility. This
issue was discussed
and parents
recognised that they
needed to be involved
throughout their
child’s schooling.
3. Parents reported a
lack of
communication when
casual teachers took
their children’s classes
and this provided
problems for parents
and children.

Researcher
Reflections
1. Many parents
indicated that their
expectations had been
exceeded regarding
their relationships
with school staff. This
was a very positive
indicator of the
success of transitions
for parents.
2. Parents were
conscious of the need
for ongoing support
for their children from
both school and home.
They were also aware
that this would place
demands on families.

3. Parents recognised
that, if conflict arose
between home and
school, positive
communication
needed to be
maintained to provide
the best outcomes for
children.
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5.2.3

Teachers

Seven secondary school teachers from the three participating secondary schools and the
special school took part in the study. The teachers included three special education
coordinators, a senior coordinator from the special school and three teachers closely involved
in special education in the participating schools. Two of the coordinators had significant
experience at executive level and the third had been newly appointed. Each of the teachers
was passionate about working with students with intellectual disabilities and they had all
chosen to work in this field.

The teachers involved in the study were all female who had strongly advocated for students
with disabilities in their schools and had chosen to have students with disabilities in their
classes. The teachers had worked to ensure that students were provided with opportunities to
be fully included and participate in the full range of activities offered. The coordinators
worked with teachers to support students and to assist with curriculum differentiation,
programming and finding appropriate resources for students.

The special education coordinators had worked with primary schools to develop transition
programs and they worked with staff to ensure transition programs were followed. They had
also worked with the executive staff in their schools to ensure compliance by staff and
cooperation with timetabling and room allocations. The coordinators were conscious of the
need to work with parents to provide a supportive environment where both students and
parents felt supported.
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5.2.4

Teacher Interviews

The teachers took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted up to sixty minutes. The
interviews covered a range of areas, from inclusion opportunities through to relationships
with parents and students. The interviews focused on four key areas:



Understanding of inclusion



Inclusion opportunities



Transition programs



The secondary school experience.

The teachers were highly regarded by their principals and appeared to be supported by staff
in their roles. It was evident from speaking to executive staff and special education teachers
that each of the schools had attempted to develop an inclusive culture and that resources had
been put in place to support students with intellectual disabilities.

Understanding of Inclusion

Teachers spoke of inclusion in terms of providing social opportunities for students, including
them as valued members of the school and supporting them to gain the skills necessary to
function fully in a mainstream environment. The special school staff focused on building
social capacity and providing opportunities to allow students to interact and learn at a social
level. Comments from teachers about their understanding of inclusion included:

207

“My understanding of inclusion is helping the boys to participate wholly in a
class, in the social environment, in the academic environment and not to be
excluded in terms of activities or opportunities.” (Mia)

“I suppose inclusion means that a student, once they are at this school, is
taking part, with every other student, as far as possible, in virtually all areas of
school life.” (Rachel)

“In terms of inclusion for our students, it’s making sure that they are happy,
they are safe, that they feel comfortable with the school environment, that they
are accessing the entire curriculum that they need to access.” (Jan)

The teachers in the special school had a slightly different understanding of inclusion as they
highlighted the need to teach appropriate social skills. They also emphasised the importance
of students feeling included and being welcomed as part of a community. The following
comments were offered:

“My understanding of inclusion is students with special needs or learning
difficulties being included in their setting, probably more in a social sense than
curriculum based and then belonging in that community.” (Gina)

“For me inclusion involves the kids being included in activities that they know
they can succeed in. Some kids don’t want to be included because it’s scary
for them, they have to be supported in a way they feel comfortable.” (Rita)
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Table 5.11 explores the principle of inclusion from the teachers’ perspectives.

Table 5.11:

Data from secondary teachers on their understanding of inclusion

Understanding of Inclusion
Areas of Similarity
1. Teachers saw
inclusion as creating
an environment that
was welcoming and
accepting of all
students. (7/7)

2. Special educators
stated that providing
an inclusive
environment was the
responsibility of the
school – making it
happen was their job.
(5/7)
3. There was
consensus that the
needs of students
must be the primary
consideration in
supporting students in
class. (5/7)

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections
1. There were a
1. Concern was raised 1. Special
variety of opinions
that successful
education teachers
regarding the
inclusion was reliant
were working hard
emphasis that should
on the expertise and
to build inclusive
be placed on full
the goodwill of
schools. In doing
academic participation teachers.
so they were
(4/7) and social
striving to provide
inclusion (3/7).
opportunities for
involvement and
acceptance at
school and
community level.
2. A teacher felt that
2. The option was left 2. Teachers
inclusion should be a
open for special
believed that some
part of the life of each education coordinators staff could be overschool, as all teachers to withdraw students
protective and limit
dealt with difference
from classes to
opportunities for
at a variety of levels
provide extra support students, while
daily. (1/7)
or 1:1 tuition.
others found it to
be too much
trouble.
3. Teachers indicated
3. The issue of
3. There remains
that students who
reluctant teachers who the need for
were motivated and
were less open to
professional
happy at school were
having students with
development for
easier to include in
disabilities in their
teachers who have
regular classes. (2/7)
classes was discussed. little knowledge of
Coordinators stated
how to meet the
that in some cases it
needs of students
was better to have
with disabilities.
students working with
special education
staff.
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Inclusion Opportunities

There were different structures in place in each school to facilitate inclusion for students with
intellectual disabilities. In the secondary schools the special education coordinators, along
with their learning support teams, provided both in-class and withdrawal sessions to support
students. In one school students were given special classes in a designated area, in another
there was a mix of in-class and specialist assistance in a designated space and in a third
school there were withdrawal programs. Comments made by teachers on the opportunities
offered included:

“We don’t have a pull out program here, so the boys attend all classes with all
the other boys. In some of their classes we support them in the class through a
teacher’s aide or someone from the learning support team.” (Rachel)

“Once they are accepted into our school, they will be part of the whole
scheme, so they are in a house, they are in a home room, they are the same as
everybody else.” (Jan)

“I think the staff is really important in that they feel they have a responsibility
to every child.” (Simone)

“I think teachers are modifying their work to make sure that we are able to
give the child some sense that they can achieve. I think there are opportunities
for kids if they want to participate in any extracurricular activities or anything
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that they are interested in. They are able to participate in the whole life of the
school.” (Kate)

The teachers from the special school focused on social inclusion and talked about providing
opportunities in mainstream settings where students could work with students of their own
age or adults in a variety of contexts. Comments from teachers about this approach included:

“There needs to be a focus on what skills these kids are going to need for life
after school, so getting them out into the community is a really important way
of giving them a chance to develop their skills in a real life environment.
That’s our focus!” (Gina)

“I think it’s the informal opportunities that we can provide for kids, like being
in the playground with other kids. They seem to talk more about the
playground experiences than what we are doing in the classroom.” (Rita)

Table 5.12 outlines the responses made by teachers when discussing the inclusion
opportunities offered at their schools.
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Table 5.12:

Data from secondary teachers on inclusion opportunities offered

Inclusion Opportunities
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. The three
mainstream schools
welcomed students
as part of their
school population
and teachers stated
that there were no
barriers to inclusion.
(5/7)
2. Teachers were
attempting to
involve students
while supporting
them so that they did
not become
overwhelmed by the
size and complexity
of schools. (5/7)

1. There was the
opinion expressed that
a special program and
designated area might
better suit the needs of
students, as it
provided a safer and
more predictable
environment. (3/7)
2. Class size was
raised as a factor
inhibiting the success
of programs, with
teachers indicating
that smaller classes
enabled extra support
to be offered. (3/7)

1. Teachers stated that
the quality of
educational
opportunity provided
was dependent on
class teachers and
their willingness to
work with the special
education team.
2. It was stated that
the inclusion
opportunities provided
were dependent on the
special education
coordinators in each
school.

3. Teachers were
actively working to
involve students in
extracurricular
activities as a way of
enriching their
experience of
school. (7/7)

3. Teachers in the
special school
maintained a muchstronger focus on
social inclusion to
provide opportunities
for students in their
school. (2/7)

3. Teachers equated
the success of
inclusion programs
with meeting pastoral
needs. There is also a
requirement to
balance social and
academic needs of
students.

Researcher
Reflections
1. There is a feeling
among teachers that
they are under
increased pressure to
cope with growing
numbers of students
with disabilities in
their classes.
2. Schools were
investigating peer
mentors as a means
of providing students
with social
connections. Special
education teachers
considered this to be
a reasonable strategy
to provide support.
3. Communication
with parents was
again identified as a
vital prerequisite for
successful inclusion.

Transition Programs

The teachers spoke positively about the benefits of having transition programs in place. They
identified the opportunities programs offered, including the communication developed
between primary and secondary schools, the opportunities provided to meet with and speak to
primary teachers and principals and the time provided to introduce students to the secondary
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school before the beginning of the school year. The teachers offered the following views on
transition programs:

“I think we actually do it quite well.” (Mia)

“I think with transition, although a generic transition program works, I still
think that what we run here, an individually based program works best.”
(Rachel)

“I think our transition program is a real positive. It is a clear educational
program that shows students what is going to happen when they get to high
school, they get to know about the changes and that is probably the key thing
for these students. We also have a clear understanding of where they have
come from and what their needs are.” (Simone)

“Our transition program has worked, whether it has been particularly
successful because it’s not too big I don’t know. I think the fact that it is being
coupled with middle school certainly helps.” (Jan)

“I think an important part of transition is that it helps parents to be realistic
about what is going to happen and how their child is going to cope.” (Kate)

Table 5.13 provides an insight into the experiences of teachers involved in transition
programs.
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Table 5.13:

Data from secondary teachers on transition programs

Transition Programs
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections
1. Agreement that
1. It is difficult to get 1. Teachers saw the
1. Teachers
transition programs
a one-size-fits-all
value of visiting
recognised that
support students
model for transition
primary schools and transition programs
moving from primary
– option of
observing students
were meeting a need,
to secondary school –
customising
as a way of gaining a however, there was
teachers agreed that
transition programs
greater
the belief that more
greater collaboration
to suit needs of
understanding of the could be done to
between schools would students, families
primary classroom.
support students
be beneficial. (7/7)
and primary schools
moving to secondary
was raised. (1/7)
school.
2. All schools had
2. One school asked 2. Secondary
2. Teachers saw
transition programs in
ex-students with
teachers stated that
benefit in increasing
place and they involved disabilities to be part they were beginning the resourcing of
school visits, parent
of the school visit
to see the value of
transition programs
information sessions
program and talk
building
to allow primary and
and classroom
about their
relationships with
secondary schools to
experiences. (7/7)
experiences of
primary schools as a co-plan and support
secondary school.
way of improving
each other.
(1/7)
transition and
learning from each
other.
3. Teachers spoke of
3. One teacher
3. Teachers were of
3. Teachers involved
the benefits of a middle believed that
the opinion that
in the study believed
school model as way of primary school
secondary schools
transition programs
supporting students and initiatives to support needed to recognise
would benefit all
providing teachers with transition had little
that transition should students entering
opportunities to get to
positive effect – they be the responsibility secondary school.
know students in their
appeared to stress
of all staff.
classes. (4/7)
students and did not
relate to secondary
school life. (1/7)

The Secondary School Experience

There were a range of opinions from special education coordinators and teachers about how
students with intellectual disabilities experienced secondary school and how these
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experiences could be enriched. Teachers stated that flexibility was required and they believed
this was in short supply in their schools as they struggled with the demands of a busy
timetable, a focus on high academic outcomes and a curriculum that made accommodating
individual needs difficult. Teachers commented on these issues in the following terms:

“I don’t think there is enough flexibility. Now, this isn’t meant to be a
criticism in any way, but I think the school has been set up to achieve
academically so there are a number of issues that I would like to see the focus
change on.” (Simone)

“I think we need smaller class sizes especially at the bottom end. At the
moment our bottom level classes are high in numbers and not all of them have
support … we need to reduce numbers to enhance learning.” (Rachel)

“I think one of our biggest challenges is these Year 7 kids coming in and
seeing these eighteen-year-old big kids and it’s very daunting, it’s very scary
and I don’t think there is a lot of awareness.” (Jan)

“I think staff need to be more involved and more accountable. I think a lot of
staff aren’t modifying work. Maybe they don’t feel confident doing it.” (Kate)

“A lot of teachers say this is what we are going to do. This is what we are
going to achieve. But if you don’t put it into practice and enforce it, you know,
it’s just hot air and that’s a big problem.” (Gina).
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Table 5.14 provides greater detail on how teachers see secondary schools meeting the needs
of students with intellectual disabilities.
Table 5.14:

Data from secondary teachers on the secondary school experience

The Secondary School Experience
Areas of
Similarity
1. Teachers
acknowledged that
the secondary
school environment
could be
intimidating for
students. (5/7)

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. Teachers spoke of a
lack of support,
particularly from KLA
coordinators who had a
stronger focus on
academic outcomes than
meeting student needs.
(2/7)

2. Special
education
coordinators and
teachers found it
difficult to work
with school staff
who refused to
cater for students
with intellectual
disabilities. (6/7)

2. Teachers stated that
there are students who
did not want support in
classrooms, as they
believed it made them
different and a target for
bullying. (2/7)

1. Special education
teachers discussed
spending a lot of time
preparing programs and
resources for teachers,
as they feared that if
they did not
adjustments would not
be made.
2. The issue of burn out
was raised by
coordinators, as they
stated that teachers
working in special
education can feel
isolated and
disconnected from their
peers.

3. There was broad
agreement that the
job of the support
teacher was to
assist teachers to
deliver programs –
not to take over or
do the job of class
teachers. (7/7)

3. One teacher raised the
playground as an area of
concern, as they believed
that students were most
at risk and could become
isolated in this
environment. (1/7)

3. Teachers stated that
colleagues who resisted
support and did not
make allowances for
the needs of students
caused problems for
students, their families
and the school.

Researcher
Reflections
1. Secondary
schools are large,
complex
organisations –
keeping focus on
support of
students with
disabilities can be
difficult.
2. Special
education
teachers in the
study clearly saw
a need for further
support from
school executives
to ensure that
schools offered
opportunities for
all students.
3. Working with
students with
disabilities can be
demanding as it
can result in extra
work and stress.
Support for
teachers is
required in this
area.
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5.2.5

Principals

Two secondary school principals and the head of school of the special school took part in the
study and provided the researcher with the opportunity to visit their schools and spend time
speaking with staff, students and parents. As has been reported, the principal of the fourth
school in the study had recently been appointed and did not feel sufficiently acquainted with
the school to take part in the study. The principals and the head of school involved in the
study were experienced teachers and administrators who had each been involved in school
education for over 25 years. The principals of the secondary schools were both male and had
been principals of their schools for over ten years. The head of school was female and she
was a very experienced special educator who had been in her position for 12 years.

The school leaders stated that they were committed to supporting students with disabilities
and they had structured their schools in ways that provided support for their special education
teams. This support included the creation of special classes, in-class support, learning centre
support, professional development programs for staff and the provision of opportunities for
students in a range of in-school and extracurricular activities.

The school leaders spoke of a commitment to inclusion; the support that they offered to
students and staff indicated that they were attempting to provide opportunities for all students
in their schools. They did express concern about the capacity of schools to continue to
resource programs effectively and they believed that this was an area that needed to be
reviewed at system and government level. The principals recognised the central role that
parents played in education and were supportive of initiatives to more fully include parents in
the life of their schools.
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5.2.6

Principal Interviews

Each of the school leaders took part in semi-structured interviews that lasted from sixty to
ninety minutes. They also made themselves available to provide introductions to teachers and
parents and to explain the research that was being undertaken and the role of the researcher.
The principals stated that they were proud of the work that was being done in their schools to
build inclusive environments. The interviews focused on four key areas:



Understanding of inclusion



Inclusion opportunities



Transition programs



Primary school support.

Understanding of Inclusion

The school leaders discussed their commitment to inclusion and stated that they tried to
provide opportunities for all students to be fully involved in the life of their school. They also
spoke of the difficulties that they faced in leading all staff to an understanding of, and a
commitment to, this principle. The school leaders described their understanding of inclusion
in the following terms:

“Inclusion is where students who have particular issues or disabilities are
included in mainstream classes. This can be for a range of different reasons,
from academic, social, emotional, whatever, and they are included in the
mainstream classroom rather than being excluded.” (James)
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“Inclusion is having all students as part of the school with the same rights and
responsibilities as other student. Where the grey comes in is that it doesn’t
mean that the curriculum is delivered in the same way. It doesn’t mean that
they have exactly the same learning experiences, but it means they are not
seen or treated as being different.” (Adam)

“It is simply including students in the life of the school and by that I mean all
aspects of the life of the school. Inclusion is not segregating children, it’s not
excluding and it’s not leaving students out. Rather it is the opposite.” (Patricia)

Table 5.15 provides an insight into how principals understand inclusion in the school context.
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Table 5.15:

Data from secondary principals on their understanding of inclusion

Understanding of Inclusion
Areas of
Similarity
1. Mainstream
principals saw
inclusion as being
a matter of location
– students were
located in the
school, therefore
they were
included. (2/3)

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. The head of the
special school spoke
about inclusion in
terms of being
welcoming and
bringing students into
the community. (1/3)

1. There was a lack
of clarity about what
inclusion means –
this was apparent in
discussions with
each of the
principals.

2. Principals
identified the need
to work further
with teachers on
adjusting work for
students with
intellectual
disabilities. (3/3)

2. One principal spoke
strongly about
providing an
education that
considered the
academic, social and
emotional needs of
students, however, the
rhetoric did not match
the practise in his
school. (1/3)
3. Principals spoke 3. There was
about rights of
confusion over what
students to an
inclusion meant, with
inclusive education one principal
and the need to
advocating strongly
support students in for inclusion while
inclusive
excluding students
environments.
from classes. (1/3)
(3/3)

2. There was a clear
sense that principals
saw a lack of
resources as an
inhibiting factor to
successful inclusion.

3. The special school
leader had a
reasonable
understanding of
inclusion, however,
the school did not
seek access to
mainstream
education for its
students.

Researcher
Reflections
1. Principals
demonstrated
commitment to
providing inclusive
classes, the issue was
how best to implement
policies and practices
that provided
opportunities for all
students.
2. Responsibility for
students in schools was
largely left to learning
support staff who
negotiated with teachers
and principals on how
best to support students.

3. Involvement of
parents in conversations
and decisions about
placement was seen to
be important by
principals. They also
recognised the
importance of
communication
between home and
school.

Inclusion Opportunities

The leaders spoke about the inclusion opportunities offered in their schools as being a central
part of the life of their schools. They stated that as students were on the campus and working
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in many mainstream classes they were fully included. The head of the special school spoke of
the many opportunities offered off campus for their students, including visits to community
facilities and neighbouring schools. Principals discussed the inclusion opportunities offered
in the following terms:

“Well for us inclusion involves taking them back out to the community, taking
them out to visit the local shops, the local neighbourhood and taking them into
regular schools. The community access program and the structured work
placement program, all fall under the umbrella of inclusion.” (Patricia)

“I think we are very inclusive here and we offer good opportunities. We offer
tutorial groups, we have teacher aides working in classes, the kids are part of
the school, they are not excluded in any way but they might be doing a slightly
adjusted curriculum or they might have slightly different conditions.” (Adam)

“I think we are quite inclusive and that has been particularly over the last three
to five years, basically students are included in all areas, in terms of all the
different things that are happening at the school, be it sporting, academic or
whatever. Students are always given the opportunity to be included and
involved.” (James)

Table 5.16 details the perceptions of principals about the inclusion opportunities offered in
their schools.
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Table 5.16:

Data from secondary principals on inclusion opportunities offered

Inclusion Opportunities
Areas of Similarity
1. Students in
mainstream schools
spent the majority of
their time in regular
classes – support is
provided by either
learning support
teachers or teacher’s
aides. (2/2)
2. Life skills subjects
were offered in both
the mainstream
schools and the
special school as
alternative pathways
for study. This option
was generally taken
up by students with
high needs. (3/3)
3. School leaders
made it clear that all
students were to be
provided with access
to the full range of
extracurricular and
sporting opportunities
offered at the school.
(3/3)

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

Researcher
Reflections
1. The special school 1. Principals in
1. The principals of
saw inclusion as its
mainstream schools
the mainstream
core business and
struggled with staff who secondary schools
worked hard to create found it difficult or
believed they were
opportunities for
refused to work with
doing a reasonable
students in the
students with intellectual job by simply
community. (1/3)
disabilities.
having students
with disabilities in
their schools.
2. The inclusion
2. There was a perception 2. Much of the
opportunities in the
by principals that the
responsibility for
mainstream
acceptance of students
inclusion rested
secondary schools
with intellectual
with special
were driven more by disabilities into their
education
the demands of the
schools resulted in
coordinators who
timetable than by the growing numbers of
did not have the
needs of students.
students presenting for
capacity to
(2/3)
enrolment.
influence school
leaders in
significant ways.
3. One principal
3. The head of the special 3. For inclusion to
spoke of students
school spoke of her
be successful there
with intellectual
responsibility to ensure
needs to be a
disabilities not
that students had full
whole-of-school
wanting to be
access to all of the
approach. Each of
identified. He stated
opportunities required to the schools had
that this made the
successfully meet
work to do in this
provision of in-class curriculum outcomes.
area.
support difficult.
This was difficult in a
(1/3)
special school.
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Transition Programs

The three principals spoke enthusiastically about the work that their schools were doing in the
area of transition. They reported that the programs developed were the result of collaboration
between primary and secondary schools. They also discussed the history of the various
programs and how they had refined the process to ensure that they were meeting the needs of
students coming into their schools. Each of the leaders spoke about the importance of
involving parents in the transition process and of the need to build relationships with families
from the beginning of the program. Comments from principals included:

“Families have reacted very positively to the transition program. You can get
the buzz when they arrive at the front office waiting for the others to come and
particularly because they are coming from different schools … you can see
that they are enjoying it.” (James)

“It’s been great. I now know parents, and I would never have known them
because they don’t drop in all the time. The kids are happy and you talk to the
parents and they say ‘my child is looking forward to coming, they are not
apprehensive, they are not anxious’. So if you want proof the process is
working, there it is.” (Adam)

“Building and maintaining a relationship with families is critical. They have to
have trust and we have to earn their trust so that they can have confidence in
the work that we are doing with their child.” (Patricia)
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Table 5.17 further details the responses of principals to transition programs offered in their
schools.
Table 5.17:

Data from secondary principals on transition programs

Transition Programs
Areas of Similarity

Areas of Difference

Emerging Issues

1. Principals stated
that they were
actively involved in
the development of
transition programs
and each program
was designed to
meet the needs of
students and the
school. (3/3)
2. The principals
wanted transition
programs to focus on
familiarising
students with
schools and giving
them opportunities
to experience aspects
of school life that
might cause anxiety.
(3/3)
3. Programs were all
conducted in Term 4
to prepare Year 6
students for
secondary school
and there was
collaboration
between primary and
secondary schools in
the process. (3/3)

1. Programs were
different in structure
and emphasis,
however, principals
were generally happy
with the introduction to
the school that
programs provided.

1. Principals saw
positive benefits
from the transition
programs and they
were interested in
working further in
this area.

2. Transition to the
special school involved
observation visits to
primary schools, time
spent in a class in the
special school and
consultation with
specialist staff,
teachers, parents and
students. (1/3)

2. There was a
growing realisation
by principals of the
positive resource
that families could
be if school and
home worked
together.

3. The main focus for
the special school was
establishing a trusting
relationship with
families and students
and to gain as much
information as possible
about the student to
facilitate a smooth
transition. (1/3)

3. A system wide
approach to
transition was
mentioned by two
principals in the
study. This could
take the form of a
transition framework
that schools could
use.

Researcher
Reflections
1. Encouraging
signs were
emerging with
principals
recognising the
importance of
working with
families and
establishing
relationships.
2. Involvement of
the local Catholic
Education Office in
the development of
transition programs
could provide
another level of
support for schools,
students and
families.
3. Each of the
principals were
committed to
finding better ways
of orienting
students coming
into their schools.
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Primary School Support

The school leaders all spoke positively about the support provided by primary schools. There
was acknowledgement that primary and secondary schools were different in size, structure
and the range of opportunities provided. There was also the view expressed that pastoral care
was an area that primary schools were very strong in, particularly with regard to the level of
support provided to parents. School leaders believed that working more closely with primary
schools could be of benefit to students with intellectual disabilities and that they were
interested in developing collaborative programs. Leaders made the following comments
about their relationships with primary schools:

“My impression is that primary schools do a really good job, partly because
they have one teacher in each class and they can build relationships with kids.
The teachers also get to know their specific needs and know exactly what to
do for each child. I think we can learn a lot from primary schools.” (Adam)

“I would like to see my staff working more with primary schools to familiarise
themselves with the routines of their school and the needs of particular
students. Particularly if a student is anxious or there are other issues that aren’t
so obvious.” (James)

“The more information we have from the primary school the better. We have
had very good relationships with primary schools and they have been
wonderful. Good relationships give parents peace of mind, and the information
they give us is just wonderful.” (Patricia)
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Table 5.18 provides further insights into how secondary principals perceive the work that
primary schools do in working with students with intellectual disabilities.

Table 5.18:

Data from secondary principals on primary school support

Primary School Support
Areas of Similarity
1. Principals spoke
positively about the
work primary schools
were doing to prepare
students for secondary
school. They were
also positive about the
support they received
from primary schools
throughout transition
programs. (3/3)

Areas of Difference

1. A secondary school
principal spoke about the
different relationships
students formed with
primary school teachers,
suggesting that students
could find secondary
school different, as there
may not be the
opportunity for similar
teacher–student
relationships. (1/3)
2. Principals spoke
2. A secondary principal
positively of the
spoke about issues faced
initiatives introduced by students transitioning
by primary schools to to secondary school,
prepare students for
including students getting
transition. (2/3)
lost, transport problems
and changes to routine. It
was suggested that
primary schools could
help with these issues.
(1/3)
3. Principals
3. There was a statement
discussed the benefits made by one principal
of closer collaboration that secondary schools
with feeder primary
could not provide the
schools and canvassed level of care and support
ideas such as teacher
provided by primary
exchanges, mentoring schools. (1/3)
relationships between
staff and joint PD
sessions. (3/3)

Emerging Issues
1. Principals were
aware of the
difficulties faced
by students
moving from
much-smaller to
much-larger
environments.

Researcher
Reflections
1. There was an
understanding by
principals that closer
ties with primary
schools were
important if secondary
schools were to
continue to provide
effective transition
programs.

2. Principals spoke
positively about
their relationships
with primary
schools and were
interested in
pursuing
opportunities for
greater
collaboration.

2. Secondary schools
might consider
introducing a middleschool program.
Middle school was
introduced into one of
the schools in the
study with positive
benefits for transition.

3. The special
school was aware
of the need to work
closely with
mainstream
schools to enhance
opportunities for
students.

3. The free flow of
information between
primary and
secondary schools
provides a positive
beginning to
secondary school for
students and should be
a priority for primary
and secondary
schools.
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5.3

Summary of Findings for Phase Two Interviews

5.3.1

Students

The inclusion opportunities provided for students entering mainstream secondary schools
involved all students working in mainstream classes and having the opportunity to experience
the various aspects of co-curricular life at their schools. The students enrolled in the special
school worked in segregated classes with specialist teachers, with inclusion focused on
community engagement and developing skills in ‘real-life’ situations.

Students stated that they were happy in their new schools and that they felt that they were
well supported by special education staff and teachers working with them. Students also
talked about feeling that they belonged in their new schools; a view that was reinforced by
parents and teachers. They spoke positively about the academic aspects of school, however,
students did express concerns about workload and their capacity to cope with homework. The
students in the special school spoke positively about school and the opportunities that it
offered, however, their focus was much more on the social aspects of schooling rather than
on academic demands.

Students indicated that they were satisfied with their transition to secondary school and that
the transition programs had provided them with a positive introduction to their schools. They
spoke about the benefits of having time to find their way around the school, learn how to
follow a timetable and meet their teachers. Students reported that they felt well supported
throughout the transition process and that they enjoyed secondary school.

227

5.3.2

Parents

Parents stated that they were pleased with the level of support that had been provided to their
children and the opportunities offered in their new schools. They discussed the resources that
had been made available in terms of teacher’s aide support, modification of tasks and
adjustments made to homework requirements for their children. Parents also spoke of the
pastoral support their children received and the in-class and resource support the schools
provided. They indicated that they were particularly pleased with the increased social
opportunities that their children were enjoying. Parents of students enrolled in the special
school cited increased opportunities for their children in the areas of social inclusion and
community participation as benefits.

Parents spoke positively about the transition programs that had been implemented. There was
consensus that the programs provided a positive introduction to secondary school for children
and that the programs prepared them well for the move from primary school. Parents also
noted that the programs allowed students and parents to connect with key people in secondary
schools at an early stage, providing time for relationships to be established and creating a
forum for communication and joint planning.

5.3.3

Teachers

Teachers acknowledged that the inclusion opportunities provided in their schools were not
always ideal, however, opportunities were increasing. They spoke of the challenges of
working with curriculum coordinators and teachers to provide a supportive environment, with
work that was at an appropriate level for students. They also discussed resourcing, as this was
identified as an issue in each of the mainstream schools in the study. While teachers stated
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that there was a great deal of goodwill evident on the part of staff working with students,
questions needed to be raised about the capacity of schools to more effectively support
students and the willingness of all teachers to accept responsibility for the education of
students with intellectual disabilities.

While teachers believed that transition programs were successful, they did identify
improvements to increase the effectiveness of programs. They mentioned the importance of
establishing closer links with primary schools and the value of increasing the participation of
primary schools in the transition process. Teachers discussed the possibility of visiting
primary classrooms to observe students and jointly plan programs with primary school
teachers. The special education coordinators noted that there was no ‘one-size-fits-all’
program and constant monitoring of student progress in the physical, emotional and academic
domains was essential.

5.3.4

Principals

Principals spoke positively about the inclusion opportunities provided in their schools. They
indicated that they believed social inclusion was the main benefit for students with
intellectual disabilities, with academic inclusion seen as less important. Principals also
discussed the difficulties teachers had in working with students with intellectual disabilities
and the stress that this put teachers under. The special school leader identified the importance
of settling students into school and providing inclusion opportunities that focused on building
social skills.
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5.4

Addressing the Research Questions

Many of the themes that emerged in Chapter 4 appeared in this chapter, with participants
identifying similar issues and concerns as those raised in the first phase of the study.
Research question 1 posed the challenge of gaining an insight into the experiences of students
as they transitioned from primary to secondary school. In their first semester of secondary
school, students continued to express excitement about their transition and stated that they
had settled into their new schools. They enjoyed the many new opportunities that secondary
schools provided, including access to a broader range of subjects, making new friends and
gaining access to facilities that their primary schools could not provide. Students also felt that
they were making progress and that this progress was supported by teachers and teacher’s
aides, who assisted them when work was difficult or they were not coping. Students stated
that transition programs were successful and they felt included in the process. These
assertions were reinforced by parents and teachers involved in the study.

Research question 2 addressed the experiences of students across the major domains as they
transitioned to secondary school. Students were observed to be more comfortable in the
physical domain, as they were using their timetables, negotiating the campus, managing the
travel to and from school and were coping with a much larger student population. Teachers
stated that students were making progress in the social domain and this was supported by the
connections that were being established. Students were making new friends and feeling
socially included in most aspects of education. The academic domain was an area that
students struggled with as they attempted to cope with an increasingly complex curriculum, a
teaching style that was quite different and a competitive academic environment. In spite of
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the many difficulties faced by students, the findings suggested that students were coping
reasonably well in each of the domains.

Research question 3 investigated the prerequisites for successful transition for students with
intellectual disabilities. The first phase findings provided some direction in this area, as they
highlighted the importance of working with parents and providing students with opportunities
to be involved in decisions regarding their academic care and welfare. The role of parents
continued to emerge as a significant factor as they continued to advocate strongly on behalf
of their children.

Teachers with inclusive dispositions were also identified by parents and school principals as
powerful forces in building inclusive schools. They were viewed as having a positive effect
on students, other staff members and their communities. Another consideration was to
provide students with the opportunity to have their voices heard in matters that influence their
future. This was an important reason for the strong focus on student voice as a means of
collecting data and providing an avenue for students to have their say. The data gathered
indicated that students have wisdom to contribute and should be provided with opportunities
to influence decisions about their transition plans.

5.5

Chapter Summary

This chapter outlined the findings of the second phase of the study, analysing the responses of
students as they commenced secondary school and exploring their experiences. The chapter
also identified the successes students enjoyed and the challenges they faced during this time.
The experiences of parents during transition were reviewed, providing insights into the
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challenges they faced and the ways in which they dealt with these challenges. The views of
secondary teachers and school principals from the schools involved in the study were
explored and their input was compared with contributions made by parents and students to
identify similarities and significant differences. The following chapter will summarise the
data and discuss findings in the context of the literature reviewed for this study. The chapter
will also identify areas for further research and make recommendations for future practice in
this area.
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CHAPTER 6

DISCUSSION

This final chapter addresses the research questions and outlines the findings that have
emerged from this study. In the process of tracking students with intellectual disabilities as
they transitioned to secondary school a number of common themes emerged in the literature
that supported the findings in this study. The study compared the experiences of students with
disabilities and their typically developing peers during transition to secondary school to
compare their experiences. The findings indicate that there is little difference in the transition
experiences of the groups, with all students encountering similar problems and dealing with
similar emotions at this time. The major difference to emerge was that students with
disabilities often required a longer time to make the necessary adjustments and
accommodations required in secondary school. This chapter will examine the findings of this
investigation in light of the research and the questions that were posed at the commencement
of the study. In doing so it will identify problems encountered by students in the various
environments, it will identify common themes to emerge from the literature and the data and
make recommendations for future practice.

6.1

Common Themes

The findings in the current study align with other studies that measured similar phenomenon
with students with disabilities and with typically developing students. The research identified
three areas of significant adjustment for students including; dealing with the changed physical
environment, managing the social changes that are part of transition and dealing with the
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different academic expectations of secondary school (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006; Letrello &
Miles, 2003; Williams & Boman, 2002).

The literature identified a number of other difficulties experienced by students at this age that
may have added to stress levels or reduced their ability to cope. The difficulties include the
onset of puberty, changing attitudes to learning and changing behaviours that accompany
adolescence (Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Knesting, et al., 2008). While early adolescents
experience these changes as part of typical development, students with disabilities frequently
spend a longer time dealing with these issues, particularly with skill development, making
friends and coping with the many changes that are a part of transition (Beamish et al., 2010;
Carter, et al., 2005; Dixon & Tanner, 2011; Dockett, et al., 2006).

Students brought their previous experiences of schooling, of peer relationships and their
relationships with teachers to their new school and these views contributed to their
perceptions and view of the world around them (Knesting, et al, 2008). Their previous
experiences of special education services, their desire for acceptance and belonging and how
they perceived other students viewing them all influence their adjustment and attitude toward
school. Bullying was a significant issue for the boys in the study and they mentioned this on a
regular basis despite schools all having strong bullying policies. This is an area of concern in
the current study and more broadly as the literature is clear that bullying presents a very real
barrier to successful transition (Cauley, et al., 2006; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008; Topping,
2011)
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6.1.1

Physical Transition

The physical transition from primary to secondary school can present a significant challenge
for all students (Marston, 2008; Rice & Frederickson, 2011). The physical transition to
secondary school caused anxiety for the students in the first few weeks of school; however,
they became more comfortable with the environment as the first term progressed. While
students reported high levels of anxiety, they also reported feeling excited by the new
experiences and opportunities they were exposed to. The reports from students are consistent
with findings from other transition studies (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Dockett et al., 2006;
Galton, Gray & Ruddock, 1999).

Students in the current study reported being worried about getting lost, arriving late to class,
being unable to follow their timetable and dealing with a much larger student population, as
issues that caused them stress in the first few weeks of secondary school. They also stated
that they were nervous about moving from primary school, where they spent the majority of
their day in one classroom with one teacher to a situation where they moved classrooms and
changed teachers throughout the school day. The concerns raised by students are consistent
with issues confronted by typically developing students reported in the literature (Rice et al.,
2011; Topping, 2011), Students participants did take an extended length of time to master the
skills of navigation around the campus and to learn how to read timetables, indicating that
they may need support and guidance in these areas before they commence secondary school,
and on-going support if required at the beginning of secondary school.

Students transitioning from the learning centre to the special school reported fewer concerns,
as they stated that they felt comfortable with the size and structure of the special school. They
indicated that class sizes were approximately the same as their learning centre class and they
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had fewer teachers each day than in a regular high school. These students didn’t spend a lot
of time with typically developing peers and, as such, may not have had the opportunity or
time to develop the skills to adjust to regular classes or to make friends with children their
own age.

Students reported that they found the busyness of secondary school and the number of
students in corridors during lesson changes to be daunting until they adjusted to the different
environment. They also didn’t like having to line up in different areas or be identified as
having special needs. This included having support in the classroom as it made them stand
out. This was particularly the case with boys in the study. Students with an ASD reported
experiencing difficulty with changes of teachers and the constant change of classrooms. They
identified problems in organising themselves and being in the correct classroom with the
correct equipment as issues that caused them stress. Similarly, students who required places
to de-stress couldn’t find quiet spaces and when they did they couldn’t access them freely.

6.1.2

Social Transition

The literature indicates that social transitions can be difficult and can influence student
attitudes to secondary school (Carter et al., 2005; Jindal-Snape & Miller, 2008). Students in
the study discussed their initial experience of secondary school in positive terms stating that
they were happy and that they had made new friends. This is not unusual as it is clear in the
literature that students feel both excited and anxious as they prepare for the social
opportunities and challenges that secondary school presents (Cauley, et al.,2006; JindalSnape & Foggie, 2008; Tilleczek, 2007) A number of students did discuss friendships and
bullying during interviews, however, they tended to gloss over problems in this area when
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describing their experience. In pursuing these matters with parents, it emerged that students
had felt excluded and bullied at different times.

Students who transitioned to the special school discussed their social interactions in positive
terms. They described the way in which their friendship group had grown and the many new
opportunities they were being provided. An example of this was the case of Jenny who had
been invited to a school friend’s birthday party for the first time. While observing these
students it was apparent that their confidence had increased and they were more comfortable
socialising with peers. Interestingly, they did not maintain contact with their peers from their
previous school.

Throughout this study it has been apparent that building community in classrooms and in
schools helps promote positive social relationships between students with and without
disabilities (Benjamin, 2002; Foreman, 2005; McDougall et al., 2004). The building of
community is essentially the building of inclusive culture and it was evident through
interactions with teachers, principals and parents that schools in the study were trying to
adopt inclusive approaches. The schools were also working to promote supportive
relationships between students and this was observed in their structures and practices.

6.1.3

Academic Transition

The student participants struggled with workload and the increasing difficulty of work as the
first term progressed. This is consistent with findings in the literature that identify workload
as a problem for all students moving to secondary school (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Cauley &
Jovanovich, 2006; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Vinson, 2006). The students were asked to
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comment on teachers, school subjects and the support they received in primary and secondary
school. It was apparent when speaking to students that their primary school experience was
generally positive. Students found secondary school to be much different and, while they had
taken part in transition programs, they were still surprised by many aspects of school life on a
secondary campus. Students who transitioned into the school with a middle school program,
stated that they found transition easier as there were fewer teachers to deal with, there was
greater consistency of approach and the students felt a sense of community in their middle
school classes. Despite the stresses inherent in transition the students were generally positive,
stating that they enjoyed the variety of subjects and the opportunities to work with a number
of different teachers. They described their experiences in positive terms, with one student,
Janet, stating that she had actually found subjects that she was really good at.

Homework was raised as an area of concern by students and families and the need for support
in this area was clearly stated. This issue is identified in a number of other studies (JindalSnape, et al., 2006; Howard & Johnson, 2004; Maras & Aveling, 2006) with similar concerns
expressed by students and families. Other issues identified by students included the number
and difficulty of assessment tasks, the pressure to complete work, increasing demands from
teachers and the change in instructional environment. The concerns raised have all been
identified in the literature and provide clear direction for secondary schools in addressing
changes to current practice (Ashton, 2008; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008; Knesting, et al.,
2008; Topping, 2011).

Academic progress was a sensitive issue for students in the study and they recognised that
they were not going to progress in the same way as typically developing students. This did
not prevent disappointment when they received their first report card in secondary school
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with comments that indicated poor progress and in some instances a lack of effort. When
discussing this issue with students, it was apparent that, while in-class support was available,
they felt uncomfortable being singled out as they felt it accentuated difference. The students
intimated that they would rather blend into classes than draw attention to themselves. It was
apparent that, in some instances, teachers had made little effort to either adjust tasks or to
modify expectations for these students.

The literature is clear on the importance of having teachers who are positive working with
students if they are to transition smoothly into their new schools, with teacher attitude
identified as an important factor in the success of transition (Field, 2006; Forlin, 1994; Hsien,
2006). Students were aware of inconsistencies in the approach and attitude of teachers in their
new schools and they quickly identified the teachers they had difficulty with. Janet described
good teachers as being ‘nice and kind’ while Annie described other teachers as “mean”. The
literature is unequivocal in stating that the key to inclusive education and to positive
transitions lies in teacher training that focuses on appropriate pedagogical approaches and
building positive teacher attitude (Beamish et al.; 2010; O’Rourke, 2009; Sharma et al.,
2011).

When students spoke about school subjects they liked or disliked, they invariably spoke about
the teachers who taught these subjects in similar terms. It would be reasonable to hypothesise
that enjoyment of a subject was dependent on the relationships students had with individual
teachers. This issue was further emphasised when, in one case, a student’s enthusiasm for a
subject changed when the teacher changed.
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Students enrolled at the special school were much less focused on academic matters and
spoke about excursions into the community and visits to other schools as being highlights.
When asked about the subjects they enjoyed, students mentioned practical subjects, including
Art, Design and Technology and Music. These students also linked enjoyment of a subject
with the relationship they had with the teacher.

6.1.4

Transition Support – Parents

Parents in the study were strong advocates for their children and were aware of their rights
and responsibilities. It became apparent early in the study that parents expected to be able to
exercise their rights to send their children to a school of their choosing and that they would be
fully included in the life of the school. Pearce (2009) notes that there has been a noticeable
shift in the attitude and approach of parents regarding their child’s right to support and to a
school of their choice where possible. Research makes clear the importance of involving
parents in educational decisions involving their children as it builds relationships and
provides opportunities for sharing information.(Laluvein, 2010; Leyser & Kirk, 2004; Pearce,
2009).

Parents were asked to evaluate the effectiveness of the transition programs developed by
schools and, in the main, they spoke positively about the opportunities they provided. There
were a number of parents who would have preferred the programs to have begun sooner,
stating that by doing so it would have allowed students to prepare for the transition over a
longer period of time. Parents also stated that it would have alleviated stress as they would
have had certainty about the support schools could provide for their children. Jindal-Snape, et
al. (2006) conducted a study on the transition of a group of students with an ASD and found
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that uncertainty about placement and delays in beginning transition programs caused stress
for students and families and, in cases where delays occurred, it led to negative and disruptive
interactions with the transition process.

Positive relationships with teachers were identified as a key issue in the success of transitions
by parents. Parents reported that they had confidence in the special education coordinators
they had been working with in preparation for transition and that they were optimistic about
transition on the basis of the staff working with their children. Parents did raise concerns
about various aspects of secondary school life. They were worried about how their children
would learn to read a timetable, how they would manage their diaries and how they would
survive on the bus. Special education coordinators worked with parents to allay their fears,
as they discussed strategies to support students and to help them manage the complexities of
the secondary campus. A number of parents discussed the need to provide ‘safe spaces’ in
schools for their children and to inform children of the location of these spaces. This was a
particular concern for parents of children with an ASD.

Parents were happy with their secondary school choice and expressed satisfaction with the
transition programs that had been put in place. They were also happy with communication
between home and school; however, they noted that changes were often not reported and that
their children were often left feeling confused. This was particularly the case when casual
teachers worked with their children or on days when routines were changed due to special
events or unexpected disruptions. One parent recounted her child’s distress because the
school held a fire drill and the child thought that the school was burning down with their
school bag inside. Parents explained that communication, even on minor matters, can save
distress for students and parents.

241

6.1.5

Transition Support – Teachers

The teachers involved in this study raised a number of important issues regarding the
approach of education authorities toward inclusion and the ways in which transition to
secondary school is managed. While the teachers were advocates for the inclusion of students
with disabilities in their schools, they were often working in difficult environments. They
reported situations where teachers had refused to have students with disabilities in their
classes, had not adjusted work and had been negative when reporting progress to parents.
They also worked with teachers who stated that including students with disabilities was
unfair to other students. Similar sentiments are found in the literature with the findings
indicating that teachers are not overly accepting of current inclusion policies and they do not
believe that all children with a disability should be integrated, particularly on a full-time basis
(Bourke, 2010; Forlin, 2006; Loreman, 2007; Vinson, 2006).

The literature indicates that teachers feel poorly equipped and inadequately trained to work
with students with disabilities (Acedo, 2011; Forlin, 2010; Loreman, et al., 2011). While
teachers interviewed did not speak in these terms, they did indicate that staff in their schools
found working with students with disabilities to be difficult. They also stated that care
needed to be taken when placing students in classes to ensure that their teachers had a
positive disposition toward inclusion.

It was evident that the most successful teachers were those who displayed a positive attitude
when working with students. They also recognised the importance of developing positive
relationships with students and their families. This is consistent with the literature that
emphasises the importance of teacher attitude in creating an inclusive environment (Fields,
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2006; Hsien, 2007; Pearce, 2009; Pearce, et al., 2010) and in actively working with parents
(Burnstein et al., 2004; Laluvein, 2010; Leyser & Kirk, 2004).

The teachers in the study stated that transition programs provided students with a sound
introduction to their new schools. They highlighted a number of advantages in students taking
part in such programs, including accessing support to find their way around the secondary
campus, gaining information about how the school operated before the commencement of
school and having the opportunity to meet and establish relationships with support staff. The
teachers also discussed transition programs as an opportunity to develop closer links between
primary and secondary schools.

6.1.6

Transition Support – Principals

The principals involved in the study stated that they were committed to inclusion and to
providing ongoing opportunities for students with intellectual disabilities in their schools.
Their focus when discussing inclusion, however, was on the practical implications and how it
impacted on their schools. Each of the principals spoke about models of service delivery
rather than indicating any sense of fundamental moral purpose (Doyle, 2003; Vinson, 2006).
In discussions with principals it was clear that they were aware of their responsibilities and
were committed to providing supportive environments. They discussed working with
constraints in funding and resourcing and that they had difficulty managing staff who had
little commitment to inclusion.

The commitment of principals to creating inclusive schools is critical, with leadership
identified as being a key element. The literature notes that dynamic principals are required for
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this challenge (Ainscow, 1999; Edmunds et al., 2009; Loreman, 2007). Principals had a range
of priorities for their schools of which inclusion was one; however, it did not appear it was a
central consideration. Ainscow (1999) points out, creating inclusive schools is not for the
faint hearted and it appeared to the researcher that the principals interviewed were not ready
to fully commit to this philosophy.

The principals identified the benefits of transition programs, discussing the strengths and
challenges and the need for programs to change and develop to meet the needs of the diverse
range of students enrolling in their schools. While primary principals saw transition programs
as the domain of secondary schools, they did discuss the benefits of greater collaboration
between teachers in both settings. Similarly, secondary principals believed that primary
schools had a valuable role in preparing students to transition from one setting to another.

Secondary principals spoke positively about the transition programs that had been developed
in their schools, while recognising that there was more work to do in this area. They also
praised their special education teams for the work they were doing in transitioning students
into their schools. They stated that the special education teachers and aides were a valuable
resource in supporting class teachers to develop appropriate strategies and resources for
students in their classes.

Principals were aware of the important role of parents in education and particularly parents of
children with disabilities. The literature is very clear about the importance of involving
parents as meaningful partners in their child’s education (Fields, 2006; Hsien, 2007; Leyser
& Kirk, 2004; Pearce, 2009) and principals in the study recognised the importance of this
involvement in creating successful transition programs.
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6.2

The Research Questions

Question One: How do students with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities transferring
from primary school experience the transition to secondary school?

The primary purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of the experiences of
students with mild to moderate disabilities as they transitioned to secondary school. The
researcher was aware that the literature in this area is scarce and it was anticipated that this
study would identify new knowledge about student experiences. There were indications in the
literature that transition experiences can be positive if appropriate support structures are put
in place. The results from this research show that strategies that support students in managing
the physical, academic and social domains assist with transitions. The study also supports
research findings that note the importance of placing students in classes with teachers who
have a positive attitude toward inclusion and having leaders in schools who recognise the
importance of building inclusive cultures.

The findings revealed that transition was a positive experience for students and that they
made a successful start to secondary school. Students reported that they were happy with the
opportunities to visit their new schools and to meet the staff and students that they would be
working with. The literature indicates that this may not always be the case (Ankeny, et al.,
2009; Beamish et al., 2010; Carter et al., 2005) as students can be left feeling unhappy with
their academic prospects and can feel socially isolated (Saggers, et al, 2011). The transitions
studied indicate that the quality of relationships between teachers, students and parents
contributed significantly to the success of these programs. Parents and students indicated that
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transition programs were helpful in assisting with the adjustment to much larger school
campuses and more complex structures. The findings indicated that students felt a sense of
belonging and developed relationships and connections with their secondary schools before
commencing as a result of these programs.

The study did identify obstacles that had the potential to negatively impact on transition.
Factors such as teacher attitude and the attitude and commitment of principals to inclusion
and transition programs influence the experiences of students (Bourke, 2010; Fields, 2006;
Hsien, 2007; Pearce, et al., 2010). The study found that the more positive the attitudes of
teachers, the more enthusiastic students were about transition. The study particularly
highlighted the success of primary schools in including students and preparing them for
transition to secondary school.

The study found that student experiences of transition were enriched by initiatives that helped
them to manage the physical environment. Strategies and activities that helped students to
find their way around the secondary campus, supported them with organisational issues and
helped them to get to class on time were highlighted as being helpful in orienting students to
their new schools. These findings are supported by research that highlights the importance of
addressing the needs of students with disabilities in the physical domain as a matter of
priority (Letrello & Miles, 2003; Marston, 2008; Vinson, 2006).

Educational transitions are complex and multifaceted processes (Akos & Galassi, 2004).
When they occur at the beginning of adolescence, a time of significant physical and
psychological change, they can become even more complex (Vinson, 2006). Despite the
obstacles, the experiences of students were shown to be overwhelmingly positive. Students
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reported that they had settled well into their new school and enjoyed the experience. While
they experienced significant changes, students enjoyed rich social, academic and
extracurricular opportunities in the first six months of secondary school.

It was evident that the most successful transitions in the study were those where the schools
had put effective support structures in place. In these schools, the secondary special education
staff had worked with parents and teachers to provide students with strategies to assist in
managing the academic and social demands of school. They had also regularly followed up
with students to make sure that they were coping with the various demands of school and that
they did not feel overwhelmed by the increased workload.

Question Two: What are the major issues that students with intellectual disabilities face
during the transition process and how do students, families and schools address these issues?

This study has identified significant issues faced by students during the transfer from primary
to secondary school. While there is some commonality with findings from previous research,
this study identified problems experienced by students related to sheer size of the schools, the
number of students they encountered and the academic and social challenges their new
schools presented.

The students identified difficulties in orientating themselves to the secondary campus,
moving to different classrooms throughout the day and not having a permanent home room
designated as ‘their space’. Other issues identified by students included concerns about
getting lost or arriving to class late, organising lockers and travelling to and from school by
bus. While these issues are identified in the literature as ‘typical’ for students with intellectual
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disabilities moving from primary to secondary school, it was insightful to hear students voice
their concerns about these matters and to observe them coping with the challenges that are
part of working on a secondary campus (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Dockett et al., 2006; Galton,
Gray & Ruddock, 1999; Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008).

The other change that students mentioned was the difficulty coping with their changed status.
They had moved from being the senior students in primary school to the juniors in secondary
school and this was difficult for students to cope with. Many of the structural issues
experienced by students were simply a consequence of the immensity of the change, as they
were expected to deal with a much larger school population, a larger campus and changing
expectations from teachers and school staff.

Students were entering adolescence and they encountered many of the same problems that are
identified in the literature as being associated with adolescents moving to secondary school
(Dockett et al., 2006; Knesting, et al., 2008; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Vinson, 2006). They
had been part of primary school communities that supported them and ensured that they were
connected to social groups. Secondary school did not provide the same support structures and
there were times that students felt excluded and bullied. They also experienced anxiety about
the increasing complexity of work, the variable demands of different teachers and the amount
of homework they were receiving. Students had begun to discuss these matters with special
education teachers in the secondary schools and positive steps were beginning to be taken to
support students in this area.

One school had introduced a café that offered breakfast for the student body that was staffed
by pupils with disabilities. Students from the study were involved in the café and they stated
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that this was a way of making friends with other students who visited the café. Initiatives put
forward by student participants included the identification of a time out space for when they
felt anxious, older buddies who would support them and staff who would help them when
they were feeling overwhelmed.

The concerns raised in the study are consistent with those raised by typically developing
students (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Howard & Johnson, 2004). The difference is that many of
the student participants did not have the capacity to cope with the workload or the stress that
it generated. Students again provided excellent insights into their experiences when coping
with these issues and were able to identify ways that problems they were experiencing could
be addressed.

While education systems and schools have policies and guidelines in place stressing the
importance of involving parents in transitions, the literature indicates that parents do not feel
that they are being included in decision making or that their views are respected (Laluvein,
2010; Vinson, 2006). The current study was little different, with parents stating that they
believed they should have been involved with transition programs at a much-earlier stage.
Parents also expressed the view that programs should have begun earlier to provide their
children with time and opportunity to familiarise themselves with their new schools.

The difficulties identified by parents throughout this process aligned closely with the
concerns raised by students (Akos & Galassi, 2004). Parents cited the size of the secondary
school, the amount of homework, the difference in culture between primary and secondary
school and the different expectations of secondary school teachers as all being areas of
concern. Organisational issues, such as the ability to organise time, belongings and workload,
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were identified as major stressors by both parents and students. While the literature indicated
that parents recognised the difficulties and stresses inherent in transition, they were also
aware of the positive benefits and the new experiences transition to secondary school offered
their children (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Maras & Aveling, 2006; Marston, 2008).

Parents recognised the need to support their children during times of stress and they had
begun to work on this issue with the special education coordinators in the various schools.
They also organised regular catch-up sessions with teachers and began to form loose social
connections with other parents who were dealing with the same issues. Parents discussed
ways that they could ease the anxiety their children were experiencing and they found that
pastoral care coordinators were willing to work with them to have homework moderated and
to have work modified to allow students to participate meaningfully in lessons.

Each of the schools involved in the study supported students with disabilities in line with
their particular philosophy or their commitment to pastoral care. The support provided by
schools depended on the capacity of their staff and the resources available. The special
education staff in secondary schools were a very good resource for teachers and parents and
they worked very hard to support their students. They were able to leverage principals and
teachers to provide extra time to support students or to work on programs to provide greater
opportunities for participation.

One young teacher was running workshops for older staff to help them with curriculum
differentiation and with modifying in-class tasks. A very experienced special education
coordinator had convinced her principal of the value of releasing teachers to spend time in
Year 6 classrooms talking to primary teachers about the students they were sending to the
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secondary school the following year. While the principals explained why they were not in a
position to make significant structural adjustments, in many ways they were already doing so
by re-allocating resources to provide smaller classes for students with disabilities, timetabling
teachers with inclusive orientations to work with students and finding time to free teachers
for planning sessions.

Question Three: What are the factors that contribute to the successful transition of students
with intellectual disabilities moving from primary to secondary school?

Successful transitions are dependent on positive relationships and as such relationship
building is a critical factor in transition. The findings make very clear the need for open and
honest communication between parents and schools, the need match students with teachers
who have a positive attitude and an inclusive approach and school communities who are
striving to develop inclusive practices (Ainscow, 2005; Loreman, 2007; Slee, 2011).

There were schools in this study moving in the right direction and there were certainly
examples of teachers who were ‘changing the world’ in their classrooms. Having a whole
school approach to inclusion is essential for long term systemic change, and in a perfect
world, all school leaders would be striving to create inclusive learning communities. The
reality is that we don’t live in a perfect world, yet there are teachers doing outstanding work
in building inclusive classrooms and changing schools from the ground up. Many of the
teachers in this study were creating safe places in classrooms, where students were included
and they could feel that they were valued and belonged. Unfortunately this is not the case in
every classroom and here in lies the challenge.
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The importance of parents in successful transitions cannot be underestimated. Parents are
they key to the inclusion puzzle (Jindal-Snape & Foggie, 2008),as they know their child
better than anyone else and they have an understanding of the strategies that may work and
those that definitely won’t. Involving parents at each stage of transition is strongly
recommended as they provide the support and the advice required when working with
children with disabilities. They can relate the anxiety, the struggles with homework and the
friendship problems to school staff in ways that their children can’t and won’t. The literature
is quite definite in the view that parents are key players in inclusion and in the transition of
their children between settings (Dixon & Tanner, 2009; Dockett et al., 2006; Knesting, et
al.,2008; Letrello & Miles, 2003; NSW DET, 2008).

Parents highlighted communication as a strength of the programs, stating that they believed
the quality of relationships between teachers and parents at both primary and secondary
schools was an important factor in the success of transitions. They had also formed positive
relationships with teachers from both the primary and secondary schools. The parents who
were most interested and politely demanding appeared to be the ones who had the most
positive view on the success of transitions. This may be that they were able to build closer
support networks that advantaged their child or it may be that they were effective advocates
for their children.

Teachers in the study stated that communication between primary and secondary schools was
of significant benefit in the transition of students. They highlighted the importance of sharing
information and insights into the disabilities of students and how they impacted on student
learning. They also spoke of the value of transition programs and the communication that it
encouraged between primary and secondary teachers. The teachers in the study spoke of the
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value of primary and secondary staff working more closely in the design and implementation
of transition programs in the future.

Teachers are very important to the success of transition programs and the attitude of teachers
is a significant factor (Fields, 2006; Forlin, 1994; Hsien, 2007). The teachers who took part in
this research recognised their own need to have an inclusive orientation and to accept their
responsibility to teach all children in their classes. They were committed to the belief that all
children can learn and that teachers should have high expectations of their students (Pearce
2009), Inclusive teachers celebrate even small achievements and they recognise the
importance of collaborative planning and ongoing professional development for all members
of staff (Burnstein et al., 2004). The primary teachers who were part of the study attempted to
build inclusive communities in their classes and they supported their students in building the
capacity and confidence to transition to secondary school. The secondary schools face a
much greater challenge as they are working with a more diverse teaching population. The
capacity of secondary school leaders, particularly special educators, to inspire staff to use
develop more inclusive practices is going to be an important factor in building inclusive
secondary schools.

6.3

Recommendations for Future Practice

The following recommendations are offered as a means of more-effectively supporting
students with intellectual disabilities transitioning from primary to secondary:
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1 That further attention be given to the development of policies that support open and
ongoing communication between parents, teachers, school leaders and students with
intellectual disabilities in order to develop inclusive transition plans.
2 That school transition committees are formed to explore ways of building links
between schools, to share best practice, to case manage transitions and to give voice
to all parties who have an interest in successful transitions.
3 That a review of professional development programs is undertaken to ensure that the
education of students with diverse learning needs is identified as a priority area and
that teaching staff in both primary and secondary schools are provided with
opportunities to develop a clearer understanding of inclusive education.
4 That systems enter into dialogue with local universities about the special education
course options available to trainee teachers and support universities by providing
practical experience in this area for trainees in local schools.
5 Structures are developed that allow closer collaboration between primary and
secondary teachers, particularly Year 6 teachers and teachers teaching in the junior
school. Collaboration might include reciprocal school visits to observe teaching
methods and share programs, meetings to discuss the needs of particular students
transitioning to local secondary schools, and joint professional development
programs that would allow teachers to focus on the needs of students and plan for
smooth transitions.
6 Students to be provided with opportunities to have input into their transition plans.
This may include opportunities to be part of transition teams, to be involved in
student focus groups and to provide feedback on the success of programs.
7 Mainstream secondary schools to be promoted as the first option for all students
transitioning from primary school.
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8

The development of a system-wide approach to transition students with intellectual
disabilities as they move between the various settings. It is recommended that a
review of current programs is undertaken and that a number of models are reviewed.

6.4

Limitations of the Study

While important implications can be drawn from the findings, there were limitations to this
study. The first is that this study was limited to Catholic schools in the southwest region of
Sydney, NSW and, as such, there are close links between the primary and secondary schools
in the study. The particular ethos of each of the schools in the study supports the inclusion of
students with intellectual disabilities as a core part of their mission and this may not be
typical to all schools. This is facilitated through consultancy support and resourcing. While
the study can be replicated in other schools and in other regions to add to the body of
knowledge, the particular culture of participating schools involved must be a consideration
when reviewing findings.

A second limitation is that at the time of the study the researcher was the principal of the
special school and was in regular contact with principals and teaching staff at each of the
schools involved. The position of the researcher may have resulted in a biased interpretation
of results. For this reason, care had to be taken in reviewing interview transcripts with all
participants to ensure that they accurately reflected their views and opinions. The findings do,
however, provide insights for future school and system-based research in tracking the
experiences of students with disabilities during critical transitions in their education. A
positive aspect of the researcher’s position was that this study was conducted, analysed and
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documented by a key insider who had knowledge of the culture and ethos of the schools and
who had ready access to key personnel in the system of schools.

The third limitation is that while the study involved a reasonable number of participants there
were limitations related to the scope of the study. The timeframe for a longitudinal study was
relatively short and opportunities for observations, particularly in secondary schools, were
limited to informal discussions with students and restricted interactions with peers and
teachers. An extended timeframe would have allowed for more-robust conclusions. There
was also limited opportunity to involve more mainstream secondary school teachers in the
study. The secondary teachers involved in the research were either special education teachers
or teachers who worked closely with special education staff.

6.5

Recommendations for Future Research

The study did not specifically explore the relationships between teachers and students or the
relationships between teachers and parents. A future study could include an examination of
the relationships between parents and teachers as a defining factor in positive student
experiences. Similarly, a comprehensive study of the relationships between special education
coordinators and parents as a determinant of successful transition would prove beneficial for
further progress in the area of transition education.

The study allowed the researcher to infer that students experienced transition as a positive
experience and that their experiences in many ways mirrored those of their mainstream peers.
However, the study found significant differences in the reported experiences of boys and girls
attending mainstream classes when recounting their inclusion experiences in the primary
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school setting. The difference in attitude and experiences of boys and girls with intellectual
disabilities working in inclusive environments requires further investigation.

Further research needs to be undertaken into how secondary school teachers deal with the
demands of an increasingly complex instructional program while being required to adjust and
modify programs to accommodate and engage all students. This research should concentrate
on the steps required to address issues of stress, problems with teacher attitude and the
development of sound educational strategies when working with students with intellectual
disabilities in regular classrooms. Such research might assist policy makers, education
authorities and individual schools to make more informed decisions in planning for the needs
of all students in mainstream classes.

The final area that warrants further research is the transition patterns of students from
learning centres or special education units as they move from primary to secondary school.
Three students moved from one segregated setting to another and it would seem appropriate
that research is undertaken to determine whether there is an expectation by parents and
educators that students transitioning from segregated settings move automatically into similar
settings for their secondary education.

6.6

Conclusion

This study of the transition experiences of students with mild to moderate intellectual
disabilities has provided valuable insights into the lived experiences of students as they move
through the education system. The study challenges underlying assumptions about the
attitude of teachers to inclusion and the significant issues that need to be addressed in
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building inclusive communities in schools. As this study suggests, the transition of students
with disabilities and the mapping of their pathways through the school system must be
designed in ways that meaningfully involve parents, teachers, students and education
authorities.

The findings validate current assumptions about inclusion and the attitude of schools to this
principle. In particular, resistance by teachers to the policies that enshrine inclusion as a
foundational principle in education has been identified as an area in which work needs to be
done. The attitude of teachers, in secondary schools particularly, has been highlighted as an
area of concern and evidence indicates a heavy reliance on special education staff to assume
responsibility for students with special needs in their schools. The other issue to be noted is
that placement of students in mainstream settings does not necessarily result in students
feeling included. It was observed that teachers who felt compelled to have students with
disabilities in their classes struggled to provide for the needs of those students and the needs
of the class generally.

The study provided evidence of the value of researching the experiences of students as they
transition as a means of measuring their satisfaction with the process and of improving
programs to facilitate smoother transitions. The study also provided insights into the lived
experiences of students as they navigated transitions across the various settings. It also
identified the difficulties experienced by students, parents and school communities
throughout transition and the impact that factors such as the lack of consultation with key
stakeholders, teacher attitude, systemic limitations in resourcing and the lack of
understanding of the principle of inclusion had on programs.
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A major strength of this study was that it gave voice to students who are rarely, if ever,
consulted regarding decisions about their educational placement. The research focused on
exploring their experiences and describing these experiences using the words of the students.
Including parents, teachers and school principals in the study provided context and meaning
to the responses of students and delivered a holistic view of the ways in which students coped
with this period of change in their lives. In addition, the study reiterated the importance of
teacher attitude in supporting students with disabilities at significant transition points in their
lives. In doing so, it identified a number of areas requiring improvement in teacher training,
professional development and support for teachers in the area of special education and in
building inclusive school cultures, particularly in secondary schools.

The study was strongly influenced by Bronfenbrenner’s ecological development model
(1979, 1986) which provided a framework to focus on the transition process as a means of
enhancing the interrelationships between each of the students’ primary environments and the
environments that they moved into. This model was particularly relevant as it makes clear
the importance of focusing on environments where few interrelationships exist. The
relationships between families and secondary schools and between primary and secondary
schools were reviewed and strategies that enhanced communication and interrelationships
between these settings began to emerge from the data.

Bronfenbrenner’s model also stressed the importance of providing opportunities for frequent
formal and informal contact between settings and building relationships between all
stakeholders. This was particularly important when identifying the family ecologies of
students and recognising the extra complexity that is overlaid when a disability is involved.
Issues such as the interlocking systems that influence development and psychosocial

259

adjustment were identified in this model and added weight to the need for schools to develop
appropriate support structures to enhance the experiences of students and families during
transition.

Finally, the study recognised that while Australian education authorities have adopted
inclusion as a philosophy they have struggled with the implementation of policies and
practices. This reality is reflected in the many approaches taken to the transition of students
with intellectual disabilities from primary to secondary school. There is much work to be
done as educators attempt to provide education that is effective in meeting the needs of all
students, while providing opportunities for them to develop the skills that they will require
for successful participation in their communities.
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APPENDIX A

Education Faculty
Project Title: The Transition Experiences of Students with Intellectual Disability
Student Consent Form
I have talked to my parents/carers about the research that Mr Pitt is doing and I choose to be part of
this project. My parents have discussed with me that Mr Pitt is doing a degree that will be looking at
how schools can help students with disabilities to learn better and work well as part of their class. I also
know that part of this study is looking at how schools help students with disabilities to move from
primary school to high school. I know that Mr Pitt is working with Dr Rose Dixon from Wollongong
University.
I know that if I agree to be part of Mr Pitt’s project that Mr Pitt will visit me in class and watch me work. I
also know that Mr Pitt might ask me some questions about the things I like to do at school and the
things I don’t enjoy very much. He might also ask me who helps me at school and who my friends are.
Mr Pitt has told me that if I decide to be part of this project that he will start this work after the school
holidays in Term 3 and Term 4 2008.
I have had the chance to talk to Mr Pitt and ask him any questions I had about this work. I also know
that if I don’t want to be part of Mr Pitt’s work that I can stop and not be part of this project anymore. If I
decide not to be part of Mr Pitt’s project anymore, I won’t get into any trouble from my teacher, or my
principal or Mr Pitt.
If I want to talk to anyone about this work I can talk to my parents, my teacher, or Mr Pitt and they will
answer my questions or help me if I don’t understand what is happening.
I know that by signing this paper I am going to work with Mr Pitt on his project called the Transition
Experiences of Students with Intellectual Disability and that Mr Pitt might use some of the things we talk
about or he sees in his PhD or in a journal publication.
Signed ……………………………….

Date…. /…. /….

Name (please print) ………………………………………
Signed…………………………………..
(Parent/Guardian)

Date…/…. /….
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APPENDIX B

Education Faculty
Project Title: The Transition Experiences of Students with Intellectual Disability
Parent Information Sheet
Dear Parent/Guardian,
My name is Frank Pitt and I am a PhD student enrolled in the Education Faculty at the University of
Wollongong. I am investigating the inclusion and transition experiences of primary and secondary
students with a mild to moderate intellectual disability enrolled in regular schools in order to gain a
greater understanding of the benefits and challenges that such experiences offer. It is hoped that as a
result of this study, effective strategies and positive opportunities may be identified for the successful
transition of students with intellectual disability from primary to secondary school.
The study I am undertaking is under the supervision of Dr Rose Dixon and Ass. Prof. Wilma Vialle from
the Education Faculty at Wollongong University. Dr Dixon and Ass. Prof. Vialle will be overseeing the
research and ensuring that all appropriate protocols are in place and being followed.
The study will involve observations of your child in the classroom, discussions with your child’s teacher
and school principal about their experiences of transition and inclusion, an interview with your child
about their experiences and an interview with you around your experiences of inclusion and the
transition process from the perspective of the parent/guardian. The interview with your child should
take no longer than twenty minutes and the interview with you should take no longer than thirty
minutes. It is hoped that observations and interviews will take place in Term 4 of 2008 and be repeated
in Term One of 2009.
All information gathered during observations and interviews is confidential and no names or other
information that may identify you or your child will be used in any publication arising from the research.
Information collected will take the form of observation sheets on students and notes taken during
observations and interviews. All information collected will be stored in a locked filing cabinet in my
place of residence and will only be accessed by myself or university staff directly linked with this
research project. Participants can withdraw at any time and at any stage of the research and parents
are free to withdraw consent for their children to participate at any time throughout the study.
If you are willing to participate in this study and give consent for your child to participate, please
complete the permission letters enclosed. If you have any questions about this project, please feel free
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to contact either myself Frank Pitt on (02) 46557481 or my supervisor, Dr Rose Dixon on (02)
42215292.
My supervisor and I are happy to discuss any concerns you may have on how this study is or has been
conducted or alternatively you can contact the Secretary of the University of Wollongong Human
Research Ethics Committee on (02) 42214457.
Thank you for your consideration of this proposal and I look forward to meeting with you if you choose
to participate in this study.
Yours truly,

Frank Pitt
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APPENDIX C
Student Observation Grid

Student Name: _________________________________
School:

_________________________________

Location of observation:

 Classroom

Consistently

Often

 Playground  Other ______________________

Sometimes

Rarely

Comment

Peer Interactions
(Interacts with peers
freely)

Teacher Interactions
(seeks to interact with
teacher/ teacher aide)

Engagement with
Learning
(Stays on task during
lessons)

Social Participation
(Mixes socially with class
group)

Further Observations/Comments:
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APPENDIX D

Interview Questions for Students (Primary)
1. What do you like best about attending [insert child’s school]?
2. What do you like best about being in [insert child’s teachers name] class?
3. Where is your favourite place in the whole school?
4. Who is your favourite teacher in the whole school?
5. What schoolwork do you like to do best? Why?
6. What schoolwork do you find the hardest? Why?
7. How do you feel about going to high school?
8. What do you think will be the subject you like best in high school?
9. What is the subject you think will be the hardest in high school?
10. What do you think will be the best thing about going to high school?
11. What do you think will be the hardest thing about being in high school?
12. Do you think you will have the same friends in high school as you have in primary school?
Why? / Why not?
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APPENDIX E

Interview Questions for Students (Secondary)
1. What do you like best about attending [insert child’s school]?
2. What do you miss most about primary school?
3. What are the best things about being in high school?
4. What are the worst things about being in high school?
5. Where is your favourite place in the whole school?
6. What subjects do you like to do best? Why?
7. What subjects don’t you like very much? Why?
8. Who are your favourite teachers in high school? Why?
9. If you could choose between being in high school or being in primary school which would you
choose? Why?
10. Do you have the same friends in high school as you had in primary school? Why? / Why not?
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APPENDIX F
Secondary Principal’s Interviews 2009
Sample Transcript

Understanding of Inclusion
I think inclusion is, from my point of view, is one where students who have particular issues
or disabilities rather than being removed from the mainstream classroom setting are included
in the mainstream class and that can be for a whole range of different reasons from academic,
social, emotional, whatever that they are treated in the mainstream classroom area rather than
being excluded.
Inclusion Opportunities
Well basically they are included in all areas. What we would be seeing from an academic
point of view, staff would be moderating the work whilst we don’t offer Life Skills in Stage
6, we do have Life Skills options in Stage 4 and Stage 5. A few years ago one point of
supporting students with disabilities, under the rule of the two electives, they do the one
electives and the other one because a Life Skill elective and that became very much a support
time. But in terms of all the different things that are happening for the school being it
sporting, academic or whatever always given the opportunity to be included and involved.
It is, yes. I suppose the reason why we think it is working quite well, not because we don’t
know anything else but because I think of the small numbers. So one or two students with a
disability in a mainstream class in any given year group is not seen as being a major pressure
because there is support through Joan and Lucy and Jan Beagleman who is on staff.
Transition Experiences
We did work about four years ago with Centacare in the socialisation of the whole grade for
transition. What we used to was just send our year coordinator to visit the schools to talk to
the teachers to get the background. The next step up from that was then through Centacare,
that we then had the year coordinator plus three or four students from year 7 who had come
from that primary school to go and meet with them and they worked out two or three times.
We then brought in an orientation day at the school where the kids would come to school we
could do our own testing to help us with our placement of them and then add a social
dimension to the day – as well as the tour, and the barbeque and all that sort of thing – that
was for everybody. Then we also had the orientation night where mums and dads came with
the children and we did all the uniform and all those sorts of things but we still felt that there
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was something not quite right. That’s when we moved from the last two or three years to
saying well, righto, as a result of the interviews, as a result of the school, as a result of
feedback from individual parents, we identified key students who then needed a transition
program. On average it is three to four sessions but if need be it can be longer, held typically
in term IV and then Joan would actually run that and the kids would come to the school and
just socially interact. Get a chance to see where their academic levels are, you know, what
types of learning styles perhaps suit them most and just the whole familiarisation of the
school. And that’s really where it has gone from.
I think so because it is not the trauma or drama that is happening in early Term I when they
first arrive. Of course, there is the business of the school and all that sort of thing going on
but you quickly do identify those two or three weak students who just aren’t fitting socially,
let alone academically which then takes a little bit longer to come out.
Primary School Support
That is what I would see as being something to happen there – that closer collaboration.
Sometimes some of the primary schools are running in term IV, a mock Year 7 timetable
with bells and dongers and that sort of thing to get that routine in place and even with some
of their shared teaching where the teacher changes and things like that. You just hear
anecdotally from the different schools and I think all those sorts of things do help,
particularly for the special needs students because they have had a particular routine for say
four, five, six, seven years and it has just been tipped upside down, and you know, it’s a
different physical setting and in those cases it’s a lot of different transport combinations and
you know there are just so many areas of change for them. It must be very traumatic.
System Support
Um … I think with the work that I do in terms of enrolment and processing of that, I liaise
with Leanne Woodley. I think her business of her job is that I can’t always get the
information I need straight away. I have got to the stage now where I hand out the transition
form at the time of application interview rather than waiting for acceptance because when I
am processing and there are so many gaps in the information and I am on the phone to
Leanne, and while perhaps say for my school, half to two thirds are in our system, the
information is there but is not given to me. So that’s how I have done it this year and for
myself and our two hundred odd interviews, I do all the special needs ones myself to make
sure that I am picking up on that because I still have that issue that it is too hard to try and
pick up the gaps later or one of the other teachers who generally didn’t pick up on a particular
thing or it was brushed over by the parent in the sense that their fear of ‘if I tell you about it
you won’t take him’ and you understand that, so with the right probing questions you can
garner that and by giving the transition form I am saying “I am reassuring you this is helping
you in terms of strengthening your application because, you know, we have got this data
already there.”
As for the system, if they have got more money that will always go down well.
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Issues
Some of the teachers, who traditionally would prefer the top class model, are struggling a
little bit and so that is when they are finding that for them it is just a change of their particular
way of working. Some of the younger teachers coming through who not so much don’t know
any better, who haven’t been steered into that way of only having the top class or whatever
else are a lot more open to it. I think that the universities provide a lot more skills and that, a
lot of them have done some of the special needs type courses, community service work or
some of the in - service work that has been made available to them so that hasn’t been a
major issue.
I suppose one that we did envision three years ago is our pastoral model. We had blended
Year 7 through to 10 into a vertical model and it was family based. The whole idea was we
have got smaller numbers so that the individual pastoral advisor has a better understanding of
the individual children plus the big thing is kids can move into the school having informal
peer support every single day. We have had peer support programs for twenty years but this
has been such a strength. So I think that was a big step bringing the pastoral model in and
going to the middle school.
Um … not really … I suppose, just reflecting on the last eight years at Mt Carmel because we
had the cluster two years ago, it has been a real … it has been confronting for some staff
members and I perhaps get a little bit frustrated with some of the staff members commenting
that the students shouldn’t be here. They should be going to a support unit or they should be
somewhere else. It is very easy for my staff to say that they should be at John Therry but
whether I should be doing more professional development with the staff in a broader sense
but I also think it is reflecting on some of my staff members longevity in the school, they
need to be looking beyond to greener pastures (laughing) as we have discussed on other
occasions. I think it is reflected we have been able to respond to the needs that have arisen
but there is also the perception about John Therry having had the unit that we did not have as
high a need that our statistics are the lowest but that is just the local example.
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